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A Practical Guide to Purchasing and 
Managing Applicant Tracking Software 

Preface
If you’re like most people, you find the process of shopping for an applicant tracking 
system or any other major system a painful and dreaded experience. In my 30+ years of 
working with clients and prospects, I have learned quite a bit from them about the vetting, 
selection and onboarding process involved with acquiring new applicant tracking software. 
Their inspiration and feedback constitutes the foundation of this business guide which is 
designed to educate the buyer on what steps are required before, during and after the 
purchase. Additionally, the guide outlines best practices on what pitfalls to avoid, the 
misnomers that can lead you astray from your goal, what factors really matter, and why 
understanding your own business needs, thoroughly, will help direct you down the right 
path to a satisfied buying and end-user experience.

This guide is designed to bring structure, organization and a better understanding to the 
prospective buyer, as well as the current owner of an ATS. The sections are divided into 
three areas to help delineate the actions that should be observed and implemented and in 
what order they should occur.

In principle, the advice in this guide applies to any business software purchase and is not 
exclusive to acquiring an applicant tracking system, so please consider the principles 
discussed for your other software considerations and acquisitions. 

Part One - Understanding Why and if You Need an ATS
Starting your process with good preparation in mind is essential. It’s an extremely long, arduous and expensive process to 
implement a new system. If you don’t start the discovery and evaluation process off on the right foot, you can fall into the trap 
of a long-term software contract with underperforming functionality or service that you cannot discontinue without an early 
termination fee, along with the headache of having to repeat the entire painful buying process. 

To begin, I have seen many organizations erroneously purchase a new software system when, often, their current system could 
sufficiently provide them with what was needed. When looking for an applicant tracking system (ATS) your first job is to criti-
cally evaluate your motivations as to why you need one, and if you currently have one, why you need to change vendors. Analyz-
ing where and why the current ATS is not performing and why a new ATS is required should be for bona fide business reasons 
not driven by subjectivity. Looking objectively and pragmatically at your business needs and motivation to switch providers, or 
when making an initial purchase, are the most prominent factors to consider when shopping for a new software system. 

“When looking for an applicant tracking system (ATS) your first job is to 
critically evaluate your motivations as to why you need one, and if 

you currently have one, why you need to change vendors.”

Mind the gap
A gap analysis is a step often skipped, but one that should be top-of-mind for anyone in the market to purchase new business 
software. Start by conducting a gap analysis of your recruitment business and look objectively at what you lack with your 
current systems and processes. Understanding exactly what you need to get out of your system is a benefit you cannot ignore. 
Don’t take a generalized view of what you need, but rather granulate and define your discovery process to understand precisely 
what you need and always do this with your business objectives in mind

Consider your company’s present requirements, as well as anticipated future needs. For example, if your business is growing, your 
software needs to be scalable to suit your expected plans, if not, you may face needing to re-evaluate more systems down the road. 
Further, prioritizing your needs is critically important to evaluate competing systems, since no off-the-shelf software will likely satisfy all 
your requirements.  

Before you begin the product evaluation process, look objectively at your talent acquisition processes, your current software’s perfor-
mance for reliability and support along with your future goals. Without this in-depth knowledge, it will be difficult for you to adequately 
compare software products to determine which is best suited for your business goals and talent acquisition practices. I recommend 
having end-user input when defining where your current software is falling short. These individuals can provide the insight you need to 
know as part of the due diligence in your analysis. 

Also, part of the due diligence in understanding what you need for your business will help you avoid over-purchasing or under-purchas-
ing what is most needed to sustain your talent acquisition workflow and pressing business needs. 

“Start by conducting a gap analysis of your recruitment business and look objectively 
at what you lack with your current systems and processes.”

Where it goes wrong 
Many situations can alter reality leading people to rely on perception rather than fact. Over the past 30+ years, I have heard many 
subjective reasons as to why a company wants to leave their current applicant tracking software provider or to make an initial ATS 
purchase… this situation rarely ends well. Reasons that aren’t supported by a solid business case mean the decision makers bypassed a 
needs analysis, and what ultimately results is one or more of the following mistakes:

• creating a broad list of overly general questions, using a templated RFP, not applicable to the buyer’s organization and sent to a 
long list of (mostly) unqualified vendors 

• preemptively choosing a vendor used in the past at a previous employer
• selecting a vendor exclusively on cost versus understanding the correct value to the buyer’s organization
• opting for vendors that don’t share tips and ideas on best practices
• choosing a system based on marketing hype that doesn’t address your needs

I’ve also experienced interactions with organizations that had assigned the task of evaluating potential ATS providers to departments 
outside of the area where the end users sit, or when they gave the work to a third-party consultant. This decision can spell disaster for the 
end users and job candidates because the outcome usually doesn’t serve the end users and support the business needs of the company.
We recommend designating one or more top performers or internal subject-matter experts who can help with the product evaluation 
process, and later serve as key points of contact to support user adoption and maximize the ongoing cost-effectiveness of the system.

Note: When using a third-party consultant be aware of one crucial detail. Misunderstandings and problems that can arise here are when 
the external consultancy skips the gap analysis. When it comes to using a third-party consultant, ask them to conduct the gap analysis 
of your business, and if you choose this option, you need to understand what discovery process they will use, what resources they will 
need access to inside your organization, and how long it will take them to start and finish the discovery. Further, you need to know 
upfront what is the depth of their investigation, what information they’ll be providing and how they’ll arrive at their subsequent recom-
mendations.

The alternate option is that you conduct your own gap analysis before hiring the third-party and release the findings to them so they can 
gain a fuller understanding of your business practices and business objectives. The more information they have, the better and more 
impactful their recommendations will be.

“Reasons that aren’t supported by a solid business case mean 
the decision makers bypassed a needs analysis…”

In accordance with good communications, the first place you should take your completed gap analysis is to your existing vendor and 
discuss the results. Often your current software has the functionality you need, but unfortunately, many organizations don’t communi-
cate or ask the right questions of their vendor. The only way to determine the full scope of the software’s offering is to learn as much as 
you can to gain a fuller understanding. You should be satisfied that you have reason to explore other options and not just assume the 
grass is always greener based on the latest marketing hype of a potentially new vendor. Systems and relationships, collectively and 
separately, are never perfect. Your current vendor may be at the root of the problem, but expecting perfection from your current supplier 
and believing a new vendor will solve all your problems is a grand mistake. Look closely at where the issues lie and objectively consider if 
your business practices are hindering the system’s performance. This exercise can save you a lot of time and money in the long run. 

Further, fostering good communications with your current provider and understanding the full complement of what your system offers 
is vital for understanding what you already have at your fingertips, and I’ll address more about this in section three of this guide. 

“Often your current software has the functionality
 you need, but unfortunately, many organizations don’t communicate, 

or ask the right questions of their vendor.”

Part Two – Why Cost, True Value and Company Culture Matter 
Cost versus value
Assessing the current and future value of new software for your business, value for the money paid and value for the end users should 
be paramount in the decision-making process. 

Evaluating the intrinsic “true” value of the software is a unique experience and will vary from organization to organization; so it’s 
important to ask lots of good questions (InfoMart, 2015, “5 Questions You Need to Ask When Choosing the Perfect ATS.”) to under-
stand how the software will mesh with your unique business demands. It’s vital to ask questions specific to your company’s needs, 
but some general questions you, also, need answers to are: 

• specifics concerning the cost (e.g., priced by number of users, flat fee, annual hires)
• the frequency of software updates to include:

o the timing of notifications to adequately prepare ahead
o how and when the updates occur
o downtime involved (timing matters)
o new features and how training and information will be communicated

• the extent of resources needed by your organization to maintain a fully functioning application
• how data storage is handled and protected 
• the scope of the software implementation and what resources are required
• length and terms of the contract

Additionally, you should know what instruction is included for the initial rollout, as well as 
for future updates, product refreshers, new features and training for newly onboarded 
users, as well as software changes that address future business objectives. It’s also 
important to understand any system configuration or customization you may require to 

meet your initial and ongoing business processes and their associated costs.

“Evaluating the intrinsic “true” value of the software is a unique experience and will 
vary from organization to organization; so it’s important to ask lots of good questions to 

understand how the software will mesh with your unique business demands.”

Understanding true value
No software is of value if the end users cannot apply it in meaningful and productive ways. Technology should enhance the user 
experience, not be an encumbrance; so, the human engineering must be in line with how you need the software to perform. Don’t let 
the vendor define your needs; it’s okay to compare product feature sets to each other, but it’s most important to evaluate the product 
functionality against your requirements to ensure you’re getting the best value for the money. If you analyzed your business at the 
beginning of the process, you know best what your business needs are. 

“Technology should enhance the user experience, not be an encumbrance; so, the human 
engineering must be in line with how you need the software to perform.”

People often become overly fixated on the appearance of the software. Beneficial functionality and speed are not easy to design but 
are the backbone of what makes for good, reliable systems. What appears flashy and sparkly in a demo doesn’t always translate into 
a rich real-world experience for the end user. Flashy should not be the focus, but consider availability, reliability, functionality, and 
responsiveness as being what’s vital. It’s essential that the end users can use the software, often all day long, without fatigue. 

If possible, implement the software you’re considering into a pilot program. If you have more than one physical location, or business 
unit, install and use it at one of the sites. You will learn a lot about the software along with the technical support and customer service 
delivery. Generally speaking, the pilot software is the off-the-shelf product so keep that in mind as you’re testing the system and 
consider the bigger picture of how the software fills your business needs and how it helps define what you want to achieve with your 
current and future business goals.

If a pilot program is not possible, take the time to speak with references – both top performers, and the managers who do the soft-
ware purchasing for their business; this is well worth your time. Questions may vary, but ask the managers if they conducted a busi-
ness needs analysis at the onset of their process, and be sure to inquire about any hidden costs, as well as their satisfaction with the 
service delivery. Knowing how satisfied the end users are with the software and service is valuable information. Software review sites 
such as TrustRadius and Capterra are also excellent sources of getting crowdsourced opinions about a product, company, and its 
people. It’s important to ask for references and speak with customers who are achieving success with the product in question. These 
may be power users who will give you a fair representation of how they use the product, and with that may be able to answer ques-
tions relevant to your organization. 

“What appears flashy and sparkly in a demo doesn’t always translate into a 
rich real-world experience for the end user.”

Company culture and vendor alignment 
As important as it is to evaluate the software, it’s equally important to assess the vendor and recognize the red flags that appear 
during the sales process. When evaluating vendors, take note of how carefully they listen, understand and respond to information 
about your unique business demands. If the vendor always answers, “yes,” to your questions about functionality, you should be suspi-
cious… no off-the-shelf software will do all you want.

If the vendor is listening and advising on what’s in your company’s best interest, they are taking a customer-centric approach and not 
just working to meet their own sales goals. They should be using the information from your gap analysis, which either they or you 
conducted and customizing their report back to you in a way that is specific to your unique business. 

Additionally, ask the vendor to whom they report... is the company privately held or owned and financed by outside 
investors? Who does management serve, customers or shareholders/investors? What drives their innovation? Custom-
er-driven innovation is, generally, the best because it’s like crowdsourcing. Their responses will alert you to their compa-
ny structure and indicate where customers fall on the list of priorities and importance. Also, find out what the turnover is 
like on their client roster, as well as employee turnover within the software vendor’s organization, and see what employ-
ees are writing about them on sites like Glassdoor. 

“Customer-driven innovation is, generally, the best because it’s like crowdsourcing.”

It goes without saying, but understanding how the vendor defines ongoing customer service, and technical support is 
essential. This information will help you understand both the advantages, as well as the 
limitations of their solution – and their customer focus speaks volumes about 
their own company culture and how well they work with clients. 

You need to develop a business partnership with your ATS provider, 
and any vendor for that matter. A compatible relationship is one 
of trust, honest communication, and mutual respect. 

Understanding the overall performance and service
factors of the potential software system and vendor 
along with how they align with your company needs and 
culture are the keys to successful product selection. 
Ultimately, the functionality of the vendor’s software 
should be in line with your expectations of success for 
the present and future of your business.  

Part Three – Successful Tactics for Implementing and Maintaining 
the Software
Managing expectations
Appropriately managing expectations during the implementation is a critical, but often, overlooked process when installing the new 
software. Management needs to take hold of the system adoption process and work with end users in a supportive manner to 
ensure the system is being used to its fullest capacity. Anticipate certain reactions around performance, ease-of-use, and results, 
and for management, this means managing those reactions by setting the bar of expectations realistically as with any new system. 
It is typical to expect some concerns and issues, so management should preemptively communicate this to their end users. There 
will be a learning curve and with that users need to be supported by leadership and encouraged to use the software and not judge 
the product hastily. Additionally, the end users will need to “unlearn” what they knew about working in the previous software while 
learning a new (and improved software product), which will not be easy for some people. Management can help by reinforcing the 
reasons why the new system is needed and how this software will solve problems that the previous software could not. 

“Management needs to take hold of the system adoption process and work with end users 
in a supportive manner to ensure the system is being used to its fullest capacity.”

Effective and open communications
As with any big purchase, nurturing and maintenance of the product are essential for its upkeep, which means you need to estab-
lish a strong line of communication, both internally and externally. Contact with your ATS provider is key, but sometimes people 
lose sight of this. The best interactions occur when the client and supplier create a mutually beneficial relationship that exhibits 
respect and cordiality. Your goal should be to form a professional, enduring, true business partnership that goes beyond vendor 
and customer. Relationships with these characteristics are meaningful because they help establish an open and receptive congeni-
ality allowing people to be more comfortable and responsive to gaining knowledge inside and outside the scope of the product. 
Considering each other “advisors” who work in collaboration to achieve mutually beneficial results will add to the longevity and 
prosperous nature of your business relationship. 

A recommended best practice is for management to assign a Product Specialist, or subject-matter expert, inside the client’s busi-
ness who is actively engaged in staying current with the vendor’s tech enhancements and in promoting use of the software pro- 
duct. Having this point-person is a legitimate role and one where someone can better facilitate communications and set up your 
organization for greater success. The Product Specialist position may need defining by management because the role takes time 
and education to execute properly, so consider the workload and compensation for this person as you decide who will be assigned 
the position.

A Product Specialist can serve as a conduit between management, users, the vendor, and be the go-to person when questions 
arise, or additional clarity is needed. Having a Product Specialist is also an excellent resource for management and the end users, 
as they can answer routine, fundamental questions more expeditiously rather than going to the vendor’s tech support desk. An 
added benefit is that communications will siphon through one person which reduces the chances of miscommunications or infor-
mation falling through a crack. It, also, allows the vendor to learn the working style of the client and build a relationship with the 
client to work through questions more quickly. Periodic calls with the provider and an established email chain for the transference 
of information are essential for the maintenance of the software. 

“A Product Specialist can serve as a conduit between management, users, the vendor, 
and be the go-to person when questions arise, or additional clarity is needed.”

If you chose the solutions provider that understands your business needs and aligns with your unique culture, you should expect 
your communications to evolve beneficially over the years. 

Metrics to monitor the system and promote good-user habits 
The initial gap analysis you conducted served as a guide to bring you to the selected software which best suits your business 
needs. However, to ensure you continue to receive the ROI you expect from your system, a process or a schedule of continuous 
monitoring is essential in maintaining optimal performance. In part, this observance involves oversight of the end users and how 
they are putting the software to use. Speak with your vendor for tips and ideas on what other customers are doing to optimize their 
usage and increase user adoption. 

Management should set standards for usage and promote adherence to these standards using the 
system’s data reports. Identifying those individuals, defined as top performers, is a good start in build-
ing out the successful persona. Understanding how they maximize their time and efforts in the software 
can help those who may not be using it to its fullest potential. Help users to be successful by supporting 
them with ongoing training and using identified best practices for a successful result. You may need to get 
creative and find fun ways to incentivize the end users. Incentivizing through gamification is one way to add 
interest and a sense of fun to the learning and advancement of their skills and knowledge of the system, in addition to 
helping users follow company policies and dictates on using the software.

“Identifying those individuals, defined as top performers, is a good 
start in building out the successful persona.”

In regards to understanding user and software performances, results and ROI are critical in getting the most out of your system. 
Performance reporting of the software along with the performance of the end users will help form a picture to guide you on what is 
working well and where additional customizations may be needed. A good system will allow you access to a cadre of various 
metrics. It’s an excellent way to monitor usage among your employee population and create a standard of excellence with users in 
your organization. These performance indicators identify how the human engineering is working in alliance with the individuals 
who are interacting successfully with the product, as well as identify those who are not. The only way to know if the ROI is meeting 
with your expectations is to keep a watchful eye on the numbers and adjust the predictors of the results to satisfy your business’s 
end-needs.

Updates and priorities
Try to reserve judgment during the first few months, as you will learn much about the system and your vendor. The software should 
evolve and adjust to your unique business needs, and as time passes, you will likely have requests for updates and additional 
customization.

Keep a close record of your organization’s list of ongoing needs, what you require, and more importantly, where these needs fall on 
the list. Prioritizing a well-thought-out and reasonable list will allow you to have critical needs addressed first without inundating 
your provider with less-critical needs which they can attend to at a future point. This proactive step ensures you maximize your list 
of priorities and allows your vendor a chance to focus on your immediate critical requests and not everything you believe you might 
need now, as well as into the far future. Conscientious software providers are continuously working on improvements to the soft-
ware, and what you consider to be a cutting-edge customization you’d like implemented at a future point, may not be a best prac-
tice at that point, nor support your business needs as you thought it might. Of course, no software will fit the exact needs of every 
client out of the box, so expect to spend time and energy configuring and customizing the product over time to meet your ongoing 
requirements.

A well-designed product will enable a significant amount of self-configuration by the client, but there will be times when the vendor 
will need to do this work. You can expect these requests to be an additional expense, but if enough clients are requesting the same 
enhancement, a responsive provider will add it to their development queue at no cost. (Tip: Be sure to address this with the vendor 
during the evaluation process.) In turn, the vendor should provide feedback on what updates are soon to be in production, what 
they are working on currently, and what updates are on the short-list based on the demand and immediacy of the requests. Once 
you understand the timeline of updating your organization’s requests, you may wish to alter the prioritization of items on your list 
based on the speed or cost at which the provider can perform the updates. This understanding goes directly back to keeping open 
lines of communication and helps avoid misunderstandings and frustration. 

“A well-designed product will enable a significant amount of self-configuration by the 
client, but there will be times when the vendor will need to do this work.”

Additionally, if your ATS provider has a customer advisory panel, ask to join. Participation in this group will allow you to be involved 
more readily with potential, future enhancements and add your voice to the development and evolution of the software.

Summary
The fact is, purchasing and implementing a new software system that is critical to the core of your talent acquisition or business, is 
a significant investment of money, as well as time. So, before you go shopping for new software, be sure you completed your due 
diligence investigating the functionality and core competencies of your current software and provider. Often, people don’t under-
stand all the functionality and service provisions they already have and jump the gun in deciding to make a change. Unfortunately, 
some organizations change systems because they simply didn’t communicate their needs to the current service provider. The 
correct reasons to switch providers should hinge on your experience and dissatisfaction with the customer service delivery and 
technical support, signs of no future improvements, along with software that cannot meet the needs of your business demands 
due to its limited capabilities. Don’t let poor communication or misunderstandings be the primary reasons. 

Be active and engage in training, seminars, product demonstrations, request for updates, and communicate often. Speaking with 
your provider to discuss your business and systems needs should be a pleasant experience and not a dreaded one. Nurture and 
develop the relationship you have and treat the vendor like a partner and expect them to do the same with you. A well-developed 
relationship will garner you more in the long run.

Also, researching your vendors and ascertaining their level of comprehension when it comes to your unique business demands are 
a must. How they define their partnership with clients is another area for close consideration. It’s crucial to understand how they 
define customer service, and in turn, shape their own organization’s workplace culture. This peek into their company may give you 
a preview of how they work with their clients. 

Having an established line of communication with your vendor and a Product Specialist, within your organization, who can serve as 
a conduit ensuring that information on updates, enhancements, training, etc., are presented to the stakeholders involved with the 
software is highly recommended. Additionally, as your business needs evolve, so should the software. Be sure to keep a thorough 
list of what enhancements you need and where they fall in order of importance. Supply this list to the software provider and expect 
a response from them on estimated timing. 

By Doug Coull, CEO, APS, Inc.
makers of SmartSearch® Applicant Tracking Software

Managing expectations and end-user results are essential for ensuring the software is being used to its maximum potential and 
that you’re receiving the ROI that you expect. Monitoring utilization among the user group and identifying the top performers can 
help shape the profile of successful user traits to drive your business and garner you better results. 

All major software purchases, including applicant tracking systems, are an investment. To sustain your business goals, a certain 
amount of time and attention will need to go into maintaining the software, so it continues to perform in support of your objectives. 

About Us
Advanced Personnel Systems, Inc., makers of SmartSearch® talent acquisition and staffing management software, creates quality talent 
management and applicant tracking systems to streamline sourcing, recruiting and hiring in one easy-to-use solution. We help our clients 
recruit at the speed of life and stay ahead of the curve in the ever-changing recruitment landscape. 

Contact us at info@aps2k.com and at 760.941.2800 for more information and to speak with one of our product specialists. Learn more about 
us at www.smartsearchonline.com
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Preface
If you’re like most people, you find the process of shopping for an applicant tracking 
system or any other major system a painful and dreaded experience. In my 30+ years of 
working with clients and prospects, I have learned quite a bit from them about the vetting, 
selection and onboarding process involved with acquiring new applicant tracking software. 
Their inspiration and feedback constitutes the foundation of this business guide which is 
designed to educate the buyer on what steps are required before, during and after the 
purchase. Additionally, the guide outlines best practices on what pitfalls to avoid, the 
misnomers that can lead you astray from your goal, what factors really matter, and why 
understanding your own business needs, thoroughly, will help direct you down the right 
path to a satisfied buying and end-user experience.

This guide is designed to bring structure, organization and a better understanding to the 
prospective buyer, as well as the current owner of an ATS. The sections are divided into 
three areas to help delineate the actions that should be observed and implemented and in 
what order they should occur.

In principle, the advice in this guide applies to any business software purchase and is not 
exclusive to acquiring an applicant tracking system, so please consider the principles 
discussed for your other software considerations and acquisitions. 

Part One - Understanding Why and if You Need an ATS
Starting your process with good preparation in mind is essential. It’s an extremely long, arduous and expensive process to 
implement a new system. If you don’t start the discovery and evaluation process off on the right foot, you can fall into the trap 
of a long-term software contract with underperforming functionality or service that you cannot discontinue without an early 
termination fee, along with the headache of having to repeat the entire painful buying process. 

To begin, I have seen many organizations erroneously purchase a new software system when, often, their current system could 
sufficiently provide them with what was needed. When looking for an applicant tracking system (ATS) your first job is to criti-
cally evaluate your motivations as to why you need one, and if you currently have one, why you need to change vendors. Analyz-
ing where and why the current ATS is not performing and why a new ATS is required should be for bona fide business reasons 
not driven by subjectivity. Looking objectively and pragmatically at your business needs and motivation to switch providers, or 
when making an initial purchase, are the most prominent factors to consider when shopping for a new software system. 

“When looking for an applicant tracking system (ATS) your first job is to 
critically evaluate your motivations as to why you need one, and if 

you currently have one, why you need to change vendors.”

Mind the gap
A gap analysis is a step often skipped, but one that should be top-of-mind for anyone in the market to purchase new business 
software. Start by conducting a gap analysis of your recruitment business and look objectively at what you lack with your 
current systems and processes. Understanding exactly what you need to get out of your system is a benefit you cannot ignore. 
Don’t take a generalized view of what you need, but rather granulate and define your discovery process to understand precisely 
what you need and always do this with your business objectives in mind
  

Consider your company’s present requirements, as well as anticipated future needs. For example, if your business is growing, your 
software needs to be scalable to suit your expected plans, if not, you may face needing to re-evaluate more systems down the road. 
Further, prioritizing your needs is critically important to evaluate competing systems, since no off-the-shelf software will likely satisfy all 
your requirements.  

Before you begin the product evaluation process, look objectively at your talent acquisition processes, your current software’s perfor-
mance for reliability and support along with your future goals. Without this in-depth knowledge, it will be difficult for you to adequately 
compare software products to determine which is best suited for your business goals and talent acquisition practices. I recommend 
having end-user input when defining where your current software is falling short. These individuals can provide the insight you need to 
know as part of the due diligence in your analysis. 

Also, part of the due diligence in understanding what you need for your business will help you avoid over-purchasing or under-purchas-
ing what is most needed to sustain your talent acquisition workflow and pressing business needs. 

“Start by conducting a gap analysis of your recruitment business and look objectively 
at what you lack with your current systems and processes.”

Where it goes wrong 
Many situations can alter reality leading people to rely on perception rather than fact. Over the past 30+ years, I have heard many 
subjective reasons as to why a company wants to leave their current applicant tracking software provider or to make an initial ATS 
purchase… this situation rarely ends well. Reasons that aren’t supported by a solid business case mean the decision makers bypassed a 
needs analysis, and what ultimately results is one or more of the following mistakes:
 

• creating a broad list of overly general questions, using a templated RFP, not applicable to the buyer’s organization and sent to a 
long list of (mostly) unqualified vendors 

• preemptively choosing a vendor used in the past at a previous employer
• selecting a vendor exclusively on cost versus understanding the correct value to the buyer’s organization
• opting for vendors that don’t share tips and ideas on best practices
• choosing a system based on marketing hype that doesn’t address your needs

I’ve also experienced interactions with organizations that had assigned the task of evaluating potential ATS providers to departments 
outside of the area where the end users sit, or when they gave the work to a third-party consultant. This decision can spell disaster for the 
end users and job candidates because the outcome usually doesn’t serve the end users and support the business needs of the company. 
We recommend designating one or more top performers or internal subject-matter experts who can help with the product evaluation 
process, and later serve as key points of contact to support user adoption and maximize the ongoing cost-effectiveness of the system.
 
Note: When using a third-party consultant be aware of one crucial detail. Misunderstandings and problems that can arise here are when 
the external consultancy skips the gap analysis. When it comes to using a third-party consultant, ask them to conduct the gap analysis 
of your business, and if you choose this option, you need to understand what discovery process they will use, what resources they will 
need access to inside your organization, and how long it will take them to start and finish the discovery. Further, you need to know 
upfront what is the depth of their investigation, what information they’ll be providing and how they’ll arrive at their subsequent recom-
mendations. 

The alternate option is that you conduct your own gap analysis before hiring the third-party and release the findings to them so they can 
gain a fuller understanding of your business practices and business objectives. The more information they have, the better and more 
impactful their recommendations will be.

“Reasons that aren’t supported by a solid business case mean 
the decision makers bypassed a needs analysis…”

In accordance with good communications, the first place you should take your completed gap analysis is to your existing vendor and 
discuss the results. Often your current software has the functionality you need, but unfortunately, many organizations don’t communi-
cate or ask the right questions of their vendor. The only way to determine the full scope of the software’s offering is to learn as much as 
you can to gain a fuller understanding. You should be satisfied that you have reason to explore other options and not just assume the 
grass is always greener based on the latest marketing hype of a potentially new vendor. Systems and relationships, collectively and 
separately, are never perfect. Your current vendor may be at the root of the problem, but expecting perfection from your current supplier 
and believing a new vendor will solve all your problems is a grand mistake. Look closely at where the issues lie and objectively consider if 
your business practices are hindering the system’s performance. This exercise can save you a lot of time and money in the long run. 

Further, fostering good communications with your current provider and understanding the full complement of what your system offers 
is vital for understanding what you already have at your fingertips, and I’ll address more about this in section three of this guide. 

“Often your current software has the functionality
 you need, but unfortunately, many organizations don’t communicate, 

or ask the right questions of their vendor.”

Part Two – Why Cost, True Value and Company Culture Matter 
Cost versus value
Assessing the current and future value of new software for your business, value for the money paid and value for the end users should 
be paramount in the decision-making process. 

Evaluating the intrinsic “true” value of the software is a unique experience and will vary from organization to organization; so it’s 
important to ask lots of good questions (InfoMart, 2015, “5 Questions You Need to Ask When Choosing the Perfect ATS.”) to under-
stand how the software will mesh with your unique business demands. It’s vital to ask questions specific to your company’s needs, 
but some general questions you, also, need answers to are: 

• specifics concerning the cost (e.g., priced by number of users, flat fee, annual hires)
• the frequency of software updates to include:

o the timing of notifications to adequately prepare ahead
o how and when the updates occur
o downtime involved (timing matters)
o new features and how training and information will be communicated

• the extent of resources needed by your organization to maintain a fully functioning application
• how data storage is handled and protected 
• the scope of the software implementation and what resources are required
• length and terms of the contract

Additionally, you should know what instruction is included for the initial rollout, as well as 
for future updates, product refreshers, new features and training for newly onboarded 
users, as well as software changes that address future business objectives. It’s also 
important to understand any system configuration or customization you may require to 

meet your initial and ongoing business processes and their associated costs.

“Evaluating the intrinsic “true” value of the software is a unique experience and will 
vary from organization to organization; so it’s important to ask lots of good questions to 

understand how the software will mesh with your unique business demands.”

Understanding true value 
No software is of value if the end users cannot apply it in meaningful and productive ways. Technology should enhance the user 
experience, not be an encumbrance; so, the human engineering must be in line with how you need the software to perform. Don’t let 
the vendor define your needs; it’s okay to compare product feature sets to each other, but it’s most important to evaluate the product 
functionality against your requirements to ensure you’re getting the best value for the money. If you analyzed your business at the 
beginning of the process, you know best what your business needs are. 

“Technology should enhance the user experience, not be an encumbrance; so, the human 
engineering must be in line with how you need the software to perform.”

People often become overly fixated on the appearance of the software. Beneficial functionality and speed are not easy to design but 
are the backbone of what makes for good, reliable systems. What appears flashy and sparkly in a demo doesn’t always translate into 
a rich real-world experience for the end user. Flashy should not be the focus, but consider availability, reliability, functionality, and 
responsiveness as being what’s vital. It’s essential that the end users can use the software, often all day long, without fatigue. 

If possible, implement the software you’re considering into a pilot program. If you have more than one physical location, or business 
unit, install and use it at one of the sites. You will learn a lot about the software along with the technical support and customer service 
delivery. Generally speaking, the pilot software is the off-the-shelf product so keep that in mind as you’re testing the system and 
consider the bigger picture of how the software fills your business needs and how it helps define what you want to achieve with your 
current and future business goals.
 
If a pilot program is not possible, take the time to speak with references – both top performers, and the managers who do the soft-
ware purchasing for their business; this is well worth your time. Questions may vary, but ask the managers if they conducted a busi-
ness needs analysis at the onset of their process, and be sure to inquire about any hidden costs, as well as their satisfaction with the 
service delivery. Knowing how satisfied the end users are with the software and service is valuable information. Software review sites 
such as TrustRadius and Capterra are also excellent sources of getting crowdsourced opinions about a product, company, and its 
people. It’s important to ask for references and speak with customers who are achieving success with the product in question. These 
may be power users who will give you a fair representation of how they use the product, and with that may be able to answer ques-
tions relevant to your organization. 

“What appears flashy and sparkly in a demo doesn’t always translate into a 
rich real-world experience for the end user.”

Company culture and vendor alignment 
As important as it is to evaluate the software, it’s equally important to assess the vendor and recognize the red flags that appear 
during the sales process. When evaluating vendors, take note of how carefully they listen, understand and respond to information 
about your unique business demands. If the vendor always answers, “yes,” to your questions about functionality, you should be suspi-
cious… no off-the-shelf software will do all you want.

If the vendor is listening and advising on what’s in your company’s best interest, they are taking a customer-centric approach and not 
just working to meet their own sales goals. They should be using the information from your gap analysis, which either they or you 
conducted and customizing their report back to you in a way that is specific to your unique business. 

Additionally, ask the vendor to whom they report... is the company privately held or owned and financed by outside 
investors? Who does management serve, customers or shareholders/investors? What drives their innovation? Custom-
er-driven innovation is, generally, the best because it’s like crowdsourcing. Their responses will alert you to their compa-
ny structure and indicate where customers fall on the list of priorities and importance. Also, find out what the turnover is 
like on their client roster, as well as employee turnover within the software vendor’s organization, and see what employ-
ees are writing about them on sites like Glassdoor. 

“Customer-driven innovation is, generally, the best because it’s like crowdsourcing.”

It goes without saying, but understanding how the vendor defines ongoing customer service, and technical support is 
essential. This information will help you understand both the advantages, as well as the 
limitations of their solution – and their customer focus speaks volumes about 
their own company culture and how well they work with clients. 

You need to develop a business partnership with your ATS provider, 
and any vendor for that matter. A compatible relationship is one 
of trust, honest communication, and mutual respect. 

Understanding the overall performance and service 
factors of the potential software system and vendor 
along with how they align with your company needs and 
culture are the keys to successful product selection. 
Ultimately, the functionality of the vendor’s software 
should be in line with your expectations of success for 
the present and future of your business.  

Part Three – Successful Tactics for Implementing and Maintaining 
the Software 
Managing expectations
Appropriately managing expectations during the implementation is a critical, but often, overlooked process when installing the new 
software. Management needs to take hold of the system adoption process and work with end users in a supportive manner to 
ensure the system is being used to its fullest capacity. Anticipate certain reactions around performance, ease-of-use, and results, 
and for management, this means managing those reactions by setting the bar of expectations realistically as with any new system. 
It is typical to expect some concerns and issues, so management should preemptively communicate this to their end users. There 
will be a learning curve and with that users need to be supported by leadership and encouraged to use the software and not judge 
the product hastily. Additionally, the end users will need to “unlearn” what they knew about working in the previous software while 
learning a new (and improved software product), which will not be easy for some people. Management can help by reinforcing the 
reasons why the new system is needed and how this software will solve problems that the previous software could not. 

“Management needs to take hold of the system adoption process and work with end users 
in a supportive manner to ensure the system is being used to its fullest capacity.”

Effective and open communications
As with any big purchase, nurturing and maintenance of the product are essential for its upkeep, which means you need to estab-
lish a strong line of communication, both internally and externally. Contact with your ATS provider is key, but sometimes people 
lose sight of this. The best interactions occur when the client and supplier create a mutually beneficial relationship that exhibits 
respect and cordiality. Your goal should be to form a professional, enduring, true business partnership that goes beyond vendor 
and customer. Relationships with these characteristics are meaningful because they help establish an open and receptive congeni-
ality allowing people to be more comfortable and responsive to gaining knowledge inside and outside the scope of the product. 
Considering each other “advisors” who work in collaboration to achieve mutually beneficial results will add to the longevity and 
prosperous nature of your business relationship. 

A recommended best practice is for management to assign a Product Specialist, or subject-matter expert, inside the client’s busi-
ness who is actively engaged in staying current with the vendor’s tech enhancements and in promoting use of the software pro- 
duct. Having this point-person is a legitimate role and one where someone can better facilitate communications and set up your 
organization for greater success. The Product Specialist position may need defining by management because the role takes time 
and education to execute properly, so consider the workload and compensation for this person as you decide who will be assigned 
the position.
 
A Product Specialist can serve as a conduit between management, users, the vendor, and be the go-to person when questions 
arise, or additional clarity is needed. Having a Product Specialist is also an excellent resource for management and the end users, 
as they can answer routine, fundamental questions more expeditiously rather than going to the vendor’s tech support desk. An 
added benefit is that communications will siphon through one person which reduces the chances of miscommunications or infor-
mation falling through a crack. It, also, allows the vendor to learn the working style of the client and build a relationship with the 
client to work through questions more quickly. Periodic calls with the provider and an established email chain for the transference 
of information are essential for the maintenance of the software. 

“A Product Specialist can serve as a conduit between management, users, the vendor, 
and be the go-to person when questions arise, or additional clarity is needed.”

If you chose the solutions provider that understands your business needs and aligns with your unique culture, you should expect 
your communications to evolve beneficially over the years.  

Metrics to monitor the system and promote good-user habits 
The initial gap analysis you conducted served as a guide to bring you to the selected software which best suits your business 
needs. However, to ensure you continue to receive the ROI you expect from your system, a process or a schedule of continuous 
monitoring is essential in maintaining optimal performance. In part, this observance involves oversight of the end users and how 
they are putting the software to use. Speak with your vendor for tips and ideas on what other customers are doing to optimize their 
usage and increase user adoption. 

Management should set standards for usage and promote adherence to these standards using the 
system’s data reports. Identifying those individuals, defined as top performers, is a good start in build-
ing out the successful persona. Understanding how they maximize their time and efforts in the software 
can help those who may not be using it to its fullest potential. Help users to be successful by supporting 
them with ongoing training and using identified best practices for a successful result. You may need to get 
creative and find fun ways to incentivize the end users. Incentivizing through gamification is one way to add 
interest and a sense of fun to the learning and advancement of their skills and knowledge of the system, in addition to 
helping users follow company policies and dictates on using the software.

“Identifying those individuals, defined as top performers, is a good 
start in building out the successful persona.”

In regards to understanding user and software performances, results and ROI are critical in getting the most out of your system. 
Performance reporting of the software along with the performance of the end users will help form a picture to guide you on what is 
working well and where additional customizations may be needed. A good system will allow you access to a cadre of various 
metrics. It’s an excellent way to monitor usage among your employee population and create a standard of excellence with users in 
your organization. These performance indicators identify how the human engineering is working in alliance with the individuals 
who are interacting successfully with the product, as well as identify those who are not. The only way to know if the ROI is meeting 
with your expectations is to keep a watchful eye on the numbers and adjust the predictors of the results to satisfy your business’s 
end-needs.

Updates and priorities 
Try to reserve judgment during the first few months, as you will learn much about the system and your vendor. The software should 
evolve and adjust to your unique business needs, and as time passes, you will likely have requests for updates and additional 
customization. 

Keep a close record of your organization’s list of ongoing needs, what you require, and more importantly, where these needs fall on 
the list. Prioritizing a well-thought-out and reasonable list will allow you to have critical needs addressed first without inundating 
your provider with less-critical needs which they can attend to at a future point. This proactive step ensures you maximize your list 
of priorities and allows your vendor a chance to focus on your immediate critical requests and not everything you believe you might 
need now, as well as into the far future. Conscientious software providers are continuously working on improvements to the soft-
ware, and what you consider to be a cutting-edge customization you’d like implemented at a future point, may not be a best prac-
tice at that point, nor support your business needs as you thought it might. Of course, no software will fit the exact needs of every 
client out of the box, so expect to spend time and energy configuring and customizing the product over time to meet your ongoing 
requirements. 

A well-designed product will enable a significant amount of self-configuration by the client, but there will be times when the vendor 
will need to do this work. You can expect these requests to be an additional expense, but if enough clients are requesting the same 
enhancement, a responsive provider will add it to their development queue at no cost. (Tip: Be sure to address this with the vendor 
during the evaluation process.) In turn, the vendor should provide feedback on what updates are soon to be in production, what 
they are working on currently, and what updates are on the short-list based on the demand and immediacy of the requests. Once 
you understand the timeline of updating your organization’s requests, you may wish to alter the prioritization of items on your list 
based on the speed or cost at which the provider can perform the updates. This understanding goes directly back to keeping open 
lines of communication and helps avoid misunderstandings and frustration. 

“A well-designed product will enable a significant amount of self-configuration by the 
client, but there will be times when the vendor will need to do this work.”

Additionally, if your ATS provider has a customer advisory panel, ask to join. Participation in this group will allow you to be involved 
more readily with potential, future enhancements and add your voice to the development and evolution of the software.

Summary
The fact is, purchasing and implementing a new software system that is critical to the core of your talent acquisition or business, is 
a significant investment of money, as well as time. So, before you go shopping for new software, be sure you completed your due 
diligence investigating the functionality and core competencies of your current software and provider. Often, people don’t under-
stand all the functionality and service provisions they already have and jump the gun in deciding to make a change. Unfortunately, 
some organizations change systems because they simply didn’t communicate their needs to the current service provider. The 
correct reasons to switch providers should hinge on your experience and dissatisfaction with the customer service delivery and 
technical support, signs of no future improvements, along with software that cannot meet the needs of your business demands 
due to its limited capabilities. Don’t let poor communication or misunderstandings be the primary reasons.  

Be active and engage in training, seminars, product demonstrations, request for updates, and communicate often. Speaking with 
your provider to discuss your business and systems needs should be a pleasant experience and not a dreaded one. Nurture and 
develop the relationship you have and treat the vendor like a partner and expect them to do the same with you. A well-developed 
relationship will garner you more in the long run.

Also, researching your vendors and ascertaining their level of comprehension when it comes to your unique business demands are 
a must. How they define their partnership with clients is another area for close consideration. It’s crucial to understand how they 
define customer service, and in turn, shape their own organization’s workplace culture. This peek into their company may give you 
a preview of how they work with their clients. 

Having an established line of communication with your vendor and a Product Specialist, within your organization, who can serve as 
a conduit ensuring that information on updates, enhancements, training, etc., are presented to the stakeholders involved with the 
software is highly recommended. Additionally, as your business needs evolve, so should the software. Be sure to keep a thorough 
list of what enhancements you need and where they fall in order of importance. Supply this list to the software provider and expect 
a response from them on estimated timing. 

Managing expectations and end-user results are essential for ensuring the software is being used to its maximum potential and 
that you’re receiving the ROI that you expect. Monitoring utilization among the user group and identifying the top performers can 
help shape the profile of successful user traits to drive your business and garner you better results. 

All major software purchases, including applicant tracking systems, are an investment. To sustain your business goals, a certain 
amount of time and attention will need to go into maintaining the software, so it continues to perform in support of your objectives.   

About Us
Advanced Personnel Systems, Inc., makers of SmartSearch® talent acquisition and staffing management software, creates quality talent 
management and applicant tracking systems to streamline sourcing, recruiting and hiring in one easy-to-use solution. We help our clients 
recruit at the speed of life and stay ahead of the curve in the ever-changing recruitment landscape. 

Contact us at info@aps2k.com and at 760.941.2800 for more information and to speak with one of our product specialists. Learn more about 
us at www.smartsearchonline.com

A Practical Guide to Purchasing and Managing Applicant Tracking Software | SmartSearch     I



Table of Contents         I

Preface            II

Part One – Understanding Why and if You Need an ATS     1 
• Mind the gap           1 
• Where it goes wrong          2

Part Two – Why Cost, True Value and Company Culture Matter    4
• Cost versus value          4
• Understanding true value         5
• Company culture and vendor alignment       6

Part Three – Successful Tactics for Implementing and Maintaining the Software  8
• Managing expectations         8
• Effective and open communications        8
• Metrics to monitor the system and promote good-user habits    9
• Updates and priorities         10

Summary            12

Preface
If you’re like most people, you find the process of shopping for an applicant tracking 
system or any other major system a painful and dreaded experience. In my 30+ years of 
working with clients and prospects, I have learned quite a bit from them about the vetting, 
selection and onboarding process involved with acquiring new applicant tracking software. 
Their inspiration and feedback constitutes the foundation of this business guide which is 
designed to educate the buyer on what steps are required before, during and after the 
purchase. Additionally, the guide outlines best practices on what pitfalls to avoid, the 
misnomers that can lead you astray from your goal, what factors really matter, and why 
understanding your own business needs, thoroughly, will help direct you down the right 
path to a satisfied buying and end-user experience.

This guide is designed to bring structure, organization and a better understanding to the 
prospective buyer, as well as the current owner of an ATS. The sections are divided into 
three areas to help delineate the actions that should be observed and implemented and in 
what order they should occur.

In principle, the advice in this guide applies to any business software purchase and is not 
exclusive to acquiring an applicant tracking system, so please consider the principles 
discussed for your other software considerations and acquisitions. 

Part One - Understanding Why and if You Need an ATS
Starting your process with good preparation in mind is essential. It’s an extremely long, arduous and expensive process to 
implement a new system. If you don’t start the discovery and evaluation process off on the right foot, you can fall into the trap 
of a long-term software contract with underperforming functionality or service that you cannot discontinue without an early 
termination fee, along with the headache of having to repeat the entire painful buying process. 

To begin, I have seen many organizations erroneously purchase a new software system when, often, their current system could 
sufficiently provide them with what was needed. When looking for an applicant tracking system (ATS) your first job is to criti-
cally evaluate your motivations as to why you need one, and if you currently have one, why you need to change vendors. Analyz-
ing where and why the current ATS is not performing and why a new ATS is required should be for bona fide business reasons 
not driven by subjectivity. Looking objectively and pragmatically at your business needs and motivation to switch providers, or 
when making an initial purchase, are the most prominent factors to consider when shopping for a new software system. 

“When looking for an applicant tracking system (ATS) your first job is to 
critically evaluate your motivations as to why you need one, and if 

you currently have one, why you need to change vendors.”

Mind the gap
A gap analysis is a step often skipped, but one that should be top-of-mind for anyone in the market to purchase new business 
software. Start by conducting a gap analysis of your recruitment business and look objectively at what you lack with your 
current systems and processes. Understanding exactly what you need to get out of your system is a benefit you cannot ignore. 
Don’t take a generalized view of what you need, but rather granulate and define your discovery process to understand precisely 
what you need and always do this with your business objectives in mind
  

Consider your company’s present requirements, as well as anticipated future needs. For example, if your business is growing, your 
software needs to be scalable to suit your expected plans, if not, you may face needing to re-evaluate more systems down the road. 
Further, prioritizing your needs is critically important to evaluate competing systems, since no off-the-shelf software will likely satisfy all 
your requirements.  

Before you begin the product evaluation process, look objectively at your talent acquisition processes, your current software’s perfor-
mance for reliability and support along with your future goals. Without this in-depth knowledge, it will be difficult for you to adequately 
compare software products to determine which is best suited for your business goals and talent acquisition practices. I recommend 
having end-user input when defining where your current software is falling short. These individuals can provide the insight you need to 
know as part of the due diligence in your analysis. 

Also, part of the due diligence in understanding what you need for your business will help you avoid over-purchasing or under-purchas-
ing what is most needed to sustain your talent acquisition workflow and pressing business needs. 

“Start by conducting a gap analysis of your recruitment business and look objectively 
at what you lack with your current systems and processes.”

Where it goes wrong 
Many situations can alter reality leading people to rely on perception rather than fact. Over the past 30+ years, I have heard many 
subjective reasons as to why a company wants to leave their current applicant tracking software provider or to make an initial ATS 
purchase… this situation rarely ends well. Reasons that aren’t supported by a solid business case mean the decision makers bypassed a 
needs analysis, and what ultimately results is one or more of the following mistakes:
 

• creating a broad list of overly general questions, using a templated RFP, not applicable to the buyer’s organization and sent to a 
long list of (mostly) unqualified vendors 

• preemptively choosing a vendor used in the past at a previous employer
• selecting a vendor exclusively on cost versus understanding the correct value to the buyer’s organization
• opting for vendors that don’t share tips and ideas on best practices
• choosing a system based on marketing hype that doesn’t address your needs

I’ve also experienced interactions with organizations that had assigned the task of evaluating potential ATS providers to departments 
outside of the area where the end users sit, or when they gave the work to a third-party consultant. This decision can spell disaster for the 
end users and job candidates because the outcome usually doesn’t serve the end users and support the business needs of the company. 
We recommend designating one or more top performers or internal subject-matter experts who can help with the product evaluation 
process, and later serve as key points of contact to support user adoption and maximize the ongoing cost-effectiveness of the system.
 
Note: When using a third-party consultant be aware of one crucial detail. Misunderstandings and problems that can arise here are when 
the external consultancy skips the gap analysis. When it comes to using a third-party consultant, ask them to conduct the gap analysis 
of your business, and if you choose this option, you need to understand what discovery process they will use, what resources they will 
need access to inside your organization, and how long it will take them to start and finish the discovery. Further, you need to know 
upfront what is the depth of their investigation, what information they’ll be providing and how they’ll arrive at their subsequent recom-
mendations. 

The alternate option is that you conduct your own gap analysis before hiring the third-party and release the findings to them so they can 
gain a fuller understanding of your business practices and business objectives. The more information they have, the better and more 
impactful their recommendations will be.

“Reasons that aren’t supported by a solid business case mean 
the decision makers bypassed a needs analysis…”

In accordance with good communications, the first place you should take your completed gap analysis is to your existing vendor and 
discuss the results. Often your current software has the functionality you need, but unfortunately, many organizations don’t communi-
cate or ask the right questions of their vendor. The only way to determine the full scope of the software’s offering is to learn as much as 
you can to gain a fuller understanding. You should be satisfied that you have reason to explore other options and not just assume the 
grass is always greener based on the latest marketing hype of a potentially new vendor. Systems and relationships, collectively and 
separately, are never perfect. Your current vendor may be at the root of the problem, but expecting perfection from your current supplier 
and believing a new vendor will solve all your problems is a grand mistake. Look closely at where the issues lie and objectively consider if 
your business practices are hindering the system’s performance. This exercise can save you a lot of time and money in the long run. 

Further, fostering good communications with your current provider and understanding the full complement of what your system offers 
is vital for understanding what you already have at your fingertips, and I’ll address more about this in section three of this guide. 

“Often your current software has the functionality
 you need, but unfortunately, many organizations don’t communicate, 

or ask the right questions of their vendor.”

Part Two – Why Cost, True Value and Company Culture Matter 
Cost versus value
Assessing the current and future value of new software for your business, value for the money paid and value for the end users should 
be paramount in the decision-making process. 

Evaluating the intrinsic “true” value of the software is a unique experience and will vary from organization to organization; so it’s 
important to ask lots of good questions (InfoMart, 2015, “5 Questions You Need to Ask When Choosing the Perfect ATS.”) to under-
stand how the software will mesh with your unique business demands. It’s vital to ask questions specific to your company’s needs, 
but some general questions you, also, need answers to are: 

• specifics concerning the cost (e.g., priced by number of users, flat fee, annual hires)
• the frequency of software updates to include:

o the timing of notifications to adequately prepare ahead
o how and when the updates occur
o downtime involved (timing matters)
o new features and how training and information will be communicated

• the extent of resources needed by your organization to maintain a fully functioning application
• how data storage is handled and protected 
• the scope of the software implementation and what resources are required
• length and terms of the contract

Additionally, you should know what instruction is included for the initial rollout, as well as 
for future updates, product refreshers, new features and training for newly onboarded 
users, as well as software changes that address future business objectives. It’s also 
important to understand any system configuration or customization you may require to 

meet your initial and ongoing business processes and their associated costs.

“Evaluating the intrinsic “true” value of the software is a unique experience and will 
vary from organization to organization; so it’s important to ask lots of good questions to 

understand how the software will mesh with your unique business demands.”

Understanding true value 
No software is of value if the end users cannot apply it in meaningful and productive ways. Technology should enhance the user 
experience, not be an encumbrance; so, the human engineering must be in line with how you need the software to perform. Don’t let 
the vendor define your needs; it’s okay to compare product feature sets to each other, but it’s most important to evaluate the product 
functionality against your requirements to ensure you’re getting the best value for the money. If you analyzed your business at the 
beginning of the process, you know best what your business needs are. 

“Technology should enhance the user experience, not be an encumbrance; so, the human 
engineering must be in line with how you need the software to perform.”

People often become overly fixated on the appearance of the software. Beneficial functionality and speed are not easy to design but 
are the backbone of what makes for good, reliable systems. What appears flashy and sparkly in a demo doesn’t always translate into 
a rich real-world experience for the end user. Flashy should not be the focus, but consider availability, reliability, functionality, and 
responsiveness as being what’s vital. It’s essential that the end users can use the software, often all day long, without fatigue. 

If possible, implement the software you’re considering into a pilot program. If you have more than one physical location, or business 
unit, install and use it at one of the sites. You will learn a lot about the software along with the technical support and customer service 
delivery. Generally speaking, the pilot software is the off-the-shelf product so keep that in mind as you’re testing the system and 
consider the bigger picture of how the software fills your business needs and how it helps define what you want to achieve with your 
current and future business goals.
 
If a pilot program is not possible, take the time to speak with references – both top performers, and the managers who do the soft-
ware purchasing for their business; this is well worth your time. Questions may vary, but ask the managers if they conducted a busi-
ness needs analysis at the onset of their process, and be sure to inquire about any hidden costs, as well as their satisfaction with the 
service delivery. Knowing how satisfied the end users are with the software and service is valuable information. Software review sites 
such as TrustRadius and Capterra are also excellent sources of getting crowdsourced opinions about a product, company, and its 
people. It’s important to ask for references and speak with customers who are achieving success with the product in question. These 
may be power users who will give you a fair representation of how they use the product, and with that may be able to answer ques-
tions relevant to your organization. 

“What appears flashy and sparkly in a demo doesn’t always translate into a 
rich real-world experience for the end user.”

Company culture and vendor alignment 
As important as it is to evaluate the software, it’s equally important to assess the vendor and recognize the red flags that appear 
during the sales process. When evaluating vendors, take note of how carefully they listen, understand and respond to information 
about your unique business demands. If the vendor always answers, “yes,” to your questions about functionality, you should be suspi-
cious… no off-the-shelf software will do all you want.

If the vendor is listening and advising on what’s in your company’s best interest, they are taking a customer-centric approach and not 
just working to meet their own sales goals. They should be using the information from your gap analysis, which either they or you 
conducted and customizing their report back to you in a way that is specific to your unique business. 

Additionally, ask the vendor to whom they report... is the company privately held or owned and financed by outside 
investors? Who does management serve, customers or shareholders/investors? What drives their innovation? Custom-
er-driven innovation is, generally, the best because it’s like crowdsourcing. Their responses will alert you to their compa-
ny structure and indicate where customers fall on the list of priorities and importance. Also, find out what the turnover is 
like on their client roster, as well as employee turnover within the software vendor’s organization, and see what employ-
ees are writing about them on sites like Glassdoor. 

“Customer-driven innovation is, generally, the best because it’s like crowdsourcing.”

It goes without saying, but understanding how the vendor defines ongoing customer service, and technical support is 
essential. This information will help you understand both the advantages, as well as the 
limitations of their solution – and their customer focus speaks volumes about 
their own company culture and how well they work with clients. 

You need to develop a business partnership with your ATS provider, 
and any vendor for that matter. A compatible relationship is one 
of trust, honest communication, and mutual respect. 

Understanding the overall performance and service 
factors of the potential software system and vendor 
along with how they align with your company needs and 
culture are the keys to successful product selection. 
Ultimately, the functionality of the vendor’s software 
should be in line with your expectations of success for 
the present and future of your business.  
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Part Three – Successful Tactics for Implementing and Maintaining 
the Software 
Managing expectations
Appropriately managing expectations during the implementation is a critical, but often, overlooked process when installing the new 
software. Management needs to take hold of the system adoption process and work with end users in a supportive manner to 
ensure the system is being used to its fullest capacity. Anticipate certain reactions around performance, ease-of-use, and results, 
and for management, this means managing those reactions by setting the bar of expectations realistically as with any new system. 
It is typical to expect some concerns and issues, so management should preemptively communicate this to their end users. There 
will be a learning curve and with that users need to be supported by leadership and encouraged to use the software and not judge 
the product hastily. Additionally, the end users will need to “unlearn” what they knew about working in the previous software while 
learning a new (and improved software product), which will not be easy for some people. Management can help by reinforcing the 
reasons why the new system is needed and how this software will solve problems that the previous software could not. 

“Management needs to take hold of the system adoption process and work with end users 
in a supportive manner to ensure the system is being used to its fullest capacity.”

Effective and open communications
As with any big purchase, nurturing and maintenance of the product are essential for its upkeep, which means you need to estab-
lish a strong line of communication, both internally and externally. Contact with your ATS provider is key, but sometimes people 
lose sight of this. The best interactions occur when the client and supplier create a mutually beneficial relationship that exhibits 
respect and cordiality. Your goal should be to form a professional, enduring, true business partnership that goes beyond vendor 
and customer. Relationships with these characteristics are meaningful because they help establish an open and receptive congeni-
ality allowing people to be more comfortable and responsive to gaining knowledge inside and outside the scope of the product. 
Considering each other “advisors” who work in collaboration to achieve mutually beneficial results will add to the longevity and 
prosperous nature of your business relationship. 

A recommended best practice is for management to assign a Product Specialist, or subject-matter expert, inside the client’s busi-
ness who is actively engaged in staying current with the vendor’s tech enhancements and in promoting use of the software pro- 
duct. Having this point-person is a legitimate role and one where someone can better facilitate communications and set up your 
organization for greater success. The Product Specialist position may need defining by management because the role takes time 
and education to execute properly, so consider the workload and compensation for this person as you decide who will be assigned 
the position.
 
A Product Specialist can serve as a conduit between management, users, the vendor, and be the go-to person when questions 
arise, or additional clarity is needed. Having a Product Specialist is also an excellent resource for management and the end users, 
as they can answer routine, fundamental questions more expeditiously rather than going to the vendor’s tech support desk. An 
added benefit is that communications will siphon through one person which reduces the chances of miscommunications or infor-
mation falling through a crack. It, also, allows the vendor to learn the working style of the client and build a relationship with the 
client to work through questions more quickly. Periodic calls with the provider and an established email chain for the transference 
of information are essential for the maintenance of the software. 

“A Product Specialist can serve as a conduit between management, users, the vendor, 
and be the go-to person when questions arise, or additional clarity is needed.”

If you chose the solutions provider that understands your business needs and aligns with your unique culture, you should expect 
your communications to evolve beneficially over the years.  

Metrics to monitor the system and promote good-user habits 
The initial gap analysis you conducted served as a guide to bring you to the selected software which best suits your business 
needs. However, to ensure you continue to receive the ROI you expect from your system, a process or a schedule of continuous 
monitoring is essential in maintaining optimal performance. In part, this observance involves oversight of the end users and how 
they are putting the software to use. Speak with your vendor for tips and ideas on what other customers are doing to optimize their 
usage and increase user adoption. 

Management should set standards for usage and promote adherence to these standards using the 
system’s data reports. Identifying those individuals, defined as top performers, is a good start in build-
ing out the successful persona. Understanding how they maximize their time and efforts in the software 
can help those who may not be using it to its fullest potential. Help users to be successful by supporting 
them with ongoing training and using identified best practices for a successful result. You may need to get 
creative and find fun ways to incentivize the end users. Incentivizing through gamification is one way to add 
interest and a sense of fun to the learning and advancement of their skills and knowledge of the system, in addition to 
helping users follow company policies and dictates on using the software.

“Identifying those individuals, defined as top performers, is a good 
start in building out the successful persona.”

In regards to understanding user and software performances, results and ROI are critical in getting the most out of your system. 
Performance reporting of the software along with the performance of the end users will help form a picture to guide you on what is 
working well and where additional customizations may be needed. A good system will allow you access to a cadre of various 
metrics. It’s an excellent way to monitor usage among your employee population and create a standard of excellence with users in 
your organization. These performance indicators identify how the human engineering is working in alliance with the individuals 
who are interacting successfully with the product, as well as identify those who are not. The only way to know if the ROI is meeting 
with your expectations is to keep a watchful eye on the numbers and adjust the predictors of the results to satisfy your business’s 
end-needs.

Updates and priorities 
Try to reserve judgment during the first few months, as you will learn much about the system and your vendor. The software should 
evolve and adjust to your unique business needs, and as time passes, you will likely have requests for updates and additional 
customization. 

Keep a close record of your organization’s list of ongoing needs, what you require, and more importantly, where these needs fall on 
the list. Prioritizing a well-thought-out and reasonable list will allow you to have critical needs addressed first without inundating 
your provider with less-critical needs which they can attend to at a future point. This proactive step ensures you maximize your list 
of priorities and allows your vendor a chance to focus on your immediate critical requests and not everything you believe you might 
need now, as well as into the far future. Conscientious software providers are continuously working on improvements to the soft-
ware, and what you consider to be a cutting-edge customization you’d like implemented at a future point, may not be a best prac-
tice at that point, nor support your business needs as you thought it might. Of course, no software will fit the exact needs of every 
client out of the box, so expect to spend time and energy configuring and customizing the product over time to meet your ongoing 
requirements. 

A well-designed product will enable a significant amount of self-configuration by the client, but there will be times when the vendor 
will need to do this work. You can expect these requests to be an additional expense, but if enough clients are requesting the same 
enhancement, a responsive provider will add it to their development queue at no cost. (Tip: Be sure to address this with the vendor 
during the evaluation process.) In turn, the vendor should provide feedback on what updates are soon to be in production, what 
they are working on currently, and what updates are on the short-list based on the demand and immediacy of the requests. Once 
you understand the timeline of updating your organization’s requests, you may wish to alter the prioritization of items on your list 
based on the speed or cost at which the provider can perform the updates. This understanding goes directly back to keeping open 
lines of communication and helps avoid misunderstandings and frustration. 

“A well-designed product will enable a significant amount of self-configuration by the 
client, but there will be times when the vendor will need to do this work.”

Additionally, if your ATS provider has a customer advisory panel, ask to join. Participation in this group will allow you to be involved 
more readily with potential, future enhancements and add your voice to the development and evolution of the software.

Summary
The fact is, purchasing and implementing a new software system that is critical to the core of your talent acquisition or business, is 
a significant investment of money, as well as time. So, before you go shopping for new software, be sure you completed your due 
diligence investigating the functionality and core competencies of your current software and provider. Often, people don’t under-
stand all the functionality and service provisions they already have and jump the gun in deciding to make a change. Unfortunately, 
some organizations change systems because they simply didn’t communicate their needs to the current service provider. The 
correct reasons to switch providers should hinge on your experience and dissatisfaction with the customer service delivery and 
technical support, signs of no future improvements, along with software that cannot meet the needs of your business demands 
due to its limited capabilities. Don’t let poor communication or misunderstandings be the primary reasons.  

Be active and engage in training, seminars, product demonstrations, request for updates, and communicate often. Speaking with 
your provider to discuss your business and systems needs should be a pleasant experience and not a dreaded one. Nurture and 
develop the relationship you have and treat the vendor like a partner and expect them to do the same with you. A well-developed 
relationship will garner you more in the long run.

Also, researching your vendors and ascertaining their level of comprehension when it comes to your unique business demands are 
a must. How they define their partnership with clients is another area for close consideration. It’s crucial to understand how they 
define customer service, and in turn, shape their own organization’s workplace culture. This peek into their company may give you 
a preview of how they work with their clients. 

Having an established line of communication with your vendor and a Product Specialist, within your organization, who can serve as 
a conduit ensuring that information on updates, enhancements, training, etc., are presented to the stakeholders involved with the 
software is highly recommended. Additionally, as your business needs evolve, so should the software. Be sure to keep a thorough 
list of what enhancements you need and where they fall in order of importance. Supply this list to the software provider and expect 
a response from them on estimated timing. 

Managing expectations and end-user results are essential for ensuring the software is being used to its maximum potential and 
that you’re receiving the ROI that you expect. Monitoring utilization among the user group and identifying the top performers can 
help shape the profile of successful user traits to drive your business and garner you better results. 

All major software purchases, including applicant tracking systems, are an investment. To sustain your business goals, a certain 
amount of time and attention will need to go into maintaining the software, so it continues to perform in support of your objectives.   

About Us
Advanced Personnel Systems, Inc., makers of SmartSearch® talent acquisition and staffing management software, creates quality talent 
management and applicant tracking systems to streamline sourcing, recruiting and hiring in one easy-to-use solution. We help our clients 
recruit at the speed of life and stay ahead of the curve in the ever-changing recruitment landscape. 

Contact us at info@aps2k.com and at 760.941.2800 for more information and to speak with one of our product specialists. Learn more about 
us at www.smartsearchonline.com
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Preface
If you’re like most people, you find the process of shopping for an applicant tracking 
system or any other major system a painful and dreaded experience. In my 30+ years of 
working with clients and prospects, I have learned quite a bit from them about the vetting, 
selection and onboarding process involved with acquiring new applicant tracking software. 
Their inspiration and feedback constitutes the foundation of this business guide which is 
designed to educate the buyer on what steps are required before, during and after the 
purchase. Additionally, the guide outlines best practices on what pitfalls to avoid, the 
misnomers that can lead you astray from your goal, what factors really matter, and why 
understanding your own business needs, thoroughly, will help direct you down the right 
path to a satisfied buying and end-user experience.

This guide is designed to bring structure, organization and a better understanding to the 
prospective buyer, as well as the current owner of an ATS. The sections are divided into 
three areas to help delineate the actions that should be observed and implemented and in 
what order they should occur.

In principle, the advice in this guide applies to any business software purchase and is not 
exclusive to acquiring an applicant tracking system, so please consider the principles 
discussed for your other software considerations and acquisitions. 

Part One - Understanding Why and if You Need an ATS
Starting your process with good preparation in mind is essential. It’s an extremely long, arduous and expensive process to 
implement a new system. If you don’t start the discovery and evaluation process off on the right foot, you can fall into the trap 
of a long-term software contract with underperforming functionality or service that you cannot discontinue without an early 
termination fee, along with the headache of having to repeat the entire painful buying process. 

To begin, I have seen many organizations erroneously purchase a new software system when, often, their current system could 
sufficiently provide them with what was needed. When looking for an applicant tracking system (ATS) your first job is to criti-
cally evaluate your motivations as to why you need one, and if you currently have one, why you need to change vendors. Analyz-
ing where and why the current ATS is not performing and why a new ATS is required should be for bona fide business reasons 
not driven by subjectivity. Looking objectively and pragmatically at your business needs and motivation to switch providers, or 
when making an initial purchase, are the most prominent factors to consider when shopping for a new software system. 

“When looking for an applicant tracking system (ATS) your first job is to 
critically evaluate your motivations as to why you need one, and if 

you currently have one, why you need to change vendors.”

Mind the gap
A gap analysis is a step often skipped, but one that should be top-of-mind for anyone in the market to purchase new business 
software. Start by conducting a gap analysis of your recruitment business and look objectively at what you lack with your 
current systems and processes. Understanding exactly what you need to get out of your system is a benefit you cannot ignore. 
Don’t take a generalized view of what you need, but rather granulate and define your discovery process to understand precisely 
what you need and always do this with your business objectives in mind
  

Consider your company’s present requirements, as well as anticipated future needs. For example, if your business is growing, your 
software needs to be scalable to suit your expected plans, if not, you may face needing to re-evaluate more systems down the road. 
Further, prioritizing your needs is critically important to evaluate competing systems, since no off-the-shelf software will likely satisfy all 
your requirements.  

Before you begin the product evaluation process, look objectively at your talent acquisition processes, your current software’s perfor-
mance for reliability and support along with your future goals. Without this in-depth knowledge, it will be difficult for you to adequately 
compare software products to determine which is best suited for your business goals and talent acquisition practices. I recommend 
having end-user input when defining where your current software is falling short. These individuals can provide the insight you need to 
know as part of the due diligence in your analysis. 

Also, part of the due diligence in understanding what you need for your business will help you avoid over-purchasing or under-purchas-
ing what is most needed to sustain your talent acquisition workflow and pressing business needs. 

“Start by conducting a gap analysis of your recruitment business and look objectively 
at what you lack with your current systems and processes.”

Where it goes wrong 
Many situations can alter reality leading people to rely on perception rather than fact. Over the past 30+ years, I have heard many 
subjective reasons as to why a company wants to leave their current applicant tracking software provider or to make an initial ATS 
purchase… this situation rarely ends well. Reasons that aren’t supported by a solid business case mean the decision makers bypassed a 
needs analysis, and what ultimately results is one or more of the following mistakes:
 

• creating a broad list of overly general questions, using a templated RFP, not applicable to the buyer’s organization and sent to a 
long list of (mostly) unqualified vendors 

• preemptively choosing a vendor used in the past at a previous employer
• selecting a vendor exclusively on cost versus understanding the correct value to the buyer’s organization
• opting for vendors that don’t share tips and ideas on best practices
• choosing a system based on marketing hype that doesn’t address your needs

I’ve also experienced interactions with organizations that had assigned the task of evaluating potential ATS providers to departments 
outside of the area where the end users sit, or when they gave the work to a third-party consultant. This decision can spell disaster for the 
end users and job candidates because the outcome usually doesn’t serve the end users and support the business needs of the company. 
We recommend designating one or more top performers or internal subject-matter experts who can help with the product evaluation 
process, and later serve as key points of contact to support user adoption and maximize the ongoing cost-effectiveness of the system.
 
Note: When using a third-party consultant be aware of one crucial detail. Misunderstandings and problems that can arise here are when 
the external consultancy skips the gap analysis. When it comes to using a third-party consultant, ask them to conduct the gap analysis 
of your business, and if you choose this option, you need to understand what discovery process they will use, what resources they will 
need access to inside your organization, and how long it will take them to start and finish the discovery. Further, you need to know 
upfront what is the depth of their investigation, what information they’ll be providing and how they’ll arrive at their subsequent recom-
mendations. 

The alternate option is that you conduct your own gap analysis before hiring the third-party and release the findings to them so they can 
gain a fuller understanding of your business practices and business objectives. The more information they have, the better and more 
impactful their recommendations will be.

“Reasons that aren’t supported by a solid business case mean 
the decision makers bypassed a needs analysis…”

In accordance with good communications, the first place you should take your completed gap analysis is to your existing vendor and 
discuss the results. Often your current software has the functionality you need, but unfortunately, many organizations don’t communi-
cate or ask the right questions of their vendor. The only way to determine the full scope of the software’s offering is to learn as much as 
you can to gain a fuller understanding. You should be satisfied that you have reason to explore other options and not just assume the 
grass is always greener based on the latest marketing hype of a potentially new vendor. Systems and relationships, collectively and 
separately, are never perfect. Your current vendor may be at the root of the problem, but expecting perfection from your current supplier 
and believing a new vendor will solve all your problems is a grand mistake. Look closely at where the issues lie and objectively consider if 
your business practices are hindering the system’s performance. This exercise can save you a lot of time and money in the long run. 

Further, fostering good communications with your current provider and understanding the full complement of what your system offers 
is vital for understanding what you already have at your fingertips, and I’ll address more about this in section three of this guide. 

“Often your current software has the functionality
 you need, but unfortunately, many organizations don’t communicate, 

or ask the right questions of their vendor.”

Part Two – Why Cost, True Value and Company Culture Matter 
Cost versus value
Assessing the current and future value of new software for your business, value for the money paid and value for the end users should 
be paramount in the decision-making process. 

Evaluating the intrinsic “true” value of the software is a unique experience and will vary from organization to organization; so it’s 
important to ask lots of good questions (InfoMart, 2015, “5 Questions You Need to Ask When Choosing the Perfect ATS.”) to under-
stand how the software will mesh with your unique business demands. It’s vital to ask questions specific to your company’s needs, 
but some general questions you, also, need answers to are: 

• specifics concerning the cost (e.g., priced by number of users, flat fee, annual hires)
• the frequency of software updates to include:

o the timing of notifications to adequately prepare ahead
o how and when the updates occur
o downtime involved (timing matters)
o new features and how training and information will be communicated

• the extent of resources needed by your organization to maintain a fully functioning application
• how data storage is handled and protected 
• the scope of the software implementation and what resources are required
• length and terms of the contract

Additionally, you should know what instruction is included for the initial rollout, as well as 
for future updates, product refreshers, new features and training for newly onboarded 
users, as well as software changes that address future business objectives. It’s also 
important to understand any system configuration or customization you may require to 

meet your initial and ongoing business processes and their associated costs.

“Evaluating the intrinsic “true” value of the software is a unique experience and will 
vary from organization to organization; so it’s important to ask lots of good questions to 

understand how the software will mesh with your unique business demands.”

Understanding true value 
No software is of value if the end users cannot apply it in meaningful and productive ways. Technology should enhance the user 
experience, not be an encumbrance; so, the human engineering must be in line with how you need the software to perform. Don’t let 
the vendor define your needs; it’s okay to compare product feature sets to each other, but it’s most important to evaluate the product 
functionality against your requirements to ensure you’re getting the best value for the money. If you analyzed your business at the 
beginning of the process, you know best what your business needs are. 

“Technology should enhance the user experience, not be an encumbrance; so, the human 
engineering must be in line with how you need the software to perform.”

People often become overly fixated on the appearance of the software. Beneficial functionality and speed are not easy to design but 
are the backbone of what makes for good, reliable systems. What appears flashy and sparkly in a demo doesn’t always translate into 
a rich real-world experience for the end user. Flashy should not be the focus, but consider availability, reliability, functionality, and 
responsiveness as being what’s vital. It’s essential that the end users can use the software, often all day long, without fatigue. 

If possible, implement the software you’re considering into a pilot program. If you have more than one physical location, or business 
unit, install and use it at one of the sites. You will learn a lot about the software along with the technical support and customer service 
delivery. Generally speaking, the pilot software is the off-the-shelf product so keep that in mind as you’re testing the system and 
consider the bigger picture of how the software fills your business needs and how it helps define what you want to achieve with your 
current and future business goals.
 
If a pilot program is not possible, take the time to speak with references – both top performers, and the managers who do the soft-
ware purchasing for their business; this is well worth your time. Questions may vary, but ask the managers if they conducted a busi-
ness needs analysis at the onset of their process, and be sure to inquire about any hidden costs, as well as their satisfaction with the 
service delivery. Knowing how satisfied the end users are with the software and service is valuable information. Software review sites 
such as TrustRadius and Capterra are also excellent sources of getting crowdsourced opinions about a product, company, and its 
people. It’s important to ask for references and speak with customers who are achieving success with the product in question. These 
may be power users who will give you a fair representation of how they use the product, and with that may be able to answer ques-
tions relevant to your organization. 

“What appears flashy and sparkly in a demo doesn’t always translate into a 
rich real-world experience for the end user.”

Company culture and vendor alignment 
As important as it is to evaluate the software, it’s equally important to assess the vendor and recognize the red flags that appear 
during the sales process. When evaluating vendors, take note of how carefully they listen, understand and respond to information 
about your unique business demands. If the vendor always answers, “yes,” to your questions about functionality, you should be suspi-
cious… no off-the-shelf software will do all you want.

If the vendor is listening and advising on what’s in your company’s best interest, they are taking a customer-centric approach and not 
just working to meet their own sales goals. They should be using the information from your gap analysis, which either they or you 
conducted and customizing their report back to you in a way that is specific to your unique business. 

Additionally, ask the vendor to whom they report... is the company privately held or owned and financed by outside 
investors? Who does management serve, customers or shareholders/investors? What drives their innovation? Custom-
er-driven innovation is, generally, the best because it’s like crowdsourcing. Their responses will alert you to their compa-
ny structure and indicate where customers fall on the list of priorities and importance. Also, find out what the turnover is 
like on their client roster, as well as employee turnover within the software vendor’s organization, and see what employ-
ees are writing about them on sites like Glassdoor. 

“Customer-driven innovation is, generally, the best because it’s like crowdsourcing.”

It goes without saying, but understanding how the vendor defines ongoing customer service, and technical support is 
essential. This information will help you understand both the advantages, as well as the 
limitations of their solution – and their customer focus speaks volumes about 
their own company culture and how well they work with clients. 

You need to develop a business partnership with your ATS provider, 
and any vendor for that matter. A compatible relationship is one 
of trust, honest communication, and mutual respect. 

Understanding the overall performance and service 
factors of the potential software system and vendor 
along with how they align with your company needs and 
culture are the keys to successful product selection. 
Ultimately, the functionality of the vendor’s software 
should be in line with your expectations of success for 
the present and future of your business.  

Part Three – Successful Tactics for Implementing and Maintaining 
the Software 
Managing expectations
Appropriately managing expectations during the implementation is a critical, but often, overlooked process when installing the new 
software. Management needs to take hold of the system adoption process and work with end users in a supportive manner to 
ensure the system is being used to its fullest capacity. Anticipate certain reactions around performance, ease-of-use, and results, 
and for management, this means managing those reactions by setting the bar of expectations realistically as with any new system. 
It is typical to expect some concerns and issues, so management should preemptively communicate this to their end users. There 
will be a learning curve and with that users need to be supported by leadership and encouraged to use the software and not judge 
the product hastily. Additionally, the end users will need to “unlearn” what they knew about working in the previous software while 
learning a new (and improved software product), which will not be easy for some people. Management can help by reinforcing the 
reasons why the new system is needed and how this software will solve problems that the previous software could not. 

“Management needs to take hold of the system adoption process and work with end users 
in a supportive manner to ensure the system is being used to its fullest capacity.”

Effective and open communications
As with any big purchase, nurturing and maintenance of the product are essential for its upkeep, which means you need to estab-
lish a strong line of communication, both internally and externally. Contact with your ATS provider is key, but sometimes people 
lose sight of this. The best interactions occur when the client and supplier create a mutually beneficial relationship that exhibits 
respect and cordiality. Your goal should be to form a professional, enduring, true business partnership that goes beyond vendor 
and customer. Relationships with these characteristics are meaningful because they help establish an open and receptive congeni-
ality allowing people to be more comfortable and responsive to gaining knowledge inside and outside the scope of the product. 
Considering each other “advisors” who work in collaboration to achieve mutually beneficial results will add to the longevity and 
prosperous nature of your business relationship. 

A recommended best practice is for management to assign a Product Specialist, or subject-matter expert, inside the client’s busi-
ness who is actively engaged in staying current with the vendor’s tech enhancements and in promoting use of the software pro- 
duct. Having this point-person is a legitimate role and one where someone can better facilitate communications and set up your 
organization for greater success. The Product Specialist position may need defining by management because the role takes time 
and education to execute properly, so consider the workload and compensation for this person as you decide who will be assigned 
the position.
 
A Product Specialist can serve as a conduit between management, users, the vendor, and be the go-to person when questions 
arise, or additional clarity is needed. Having a Product Specialist is also an excellent resource for management and the end users, 
as they can answer routine, fundamental questions more expeditiously rather than going to the vendor’s tech support desk. An 
added benefit is that communications will siphon through one person which reduces the chances of miscommunications or infor-
mation falling through a crack. It, also, allows the vendor to learn the working style of the client and build a relationship with the 
client to work through questions more quickly. Periodic calls with the provider and an established email chain for the transference 
of information are essential for the maintenance of the software. 

“A Product Specialist can serve as a conduit between management, users, the vendor, 
and be the go-to person when questions arise, or additional clarity is needed.”

If you chose the solutions provider that understands your business needs and aligns with your unique culture, you should expect 
your communications to evolve beneficially over the years.  

Metrics to monitor the system and promote good-user habits 
The initial gap analysis you conducted served as a guide to bring you to the selected software which best suits your business 
needs. However, to ensure you continue to receive the ROI you expect from your system, a process or a schedule of continuous 
monitoring is essential in maintaining optimal performance. In part, this observance involves oversight of the end users and how 
they are putting the software to use. Speak with your vendor for tips and ideas on what other customers are doing to optimize their 
usage and increase user adoption. 

Management should set standards for usage and promote adherence to these standards using the 
system’s data reports. Identifying those individuals, defined as top performers, is a good start in build-
ing out the successful persona. Understanding how they maximize their time and efforts in the software 
can help those who may not be using it to its fullest potential. Help users to be successful by supporting 
them with ongoing training and using identified best practices for a successful result. You may need to get 
creative and find fun ways to incentivize the end users. Incentivizing through gamification is one way to add 
interest and a sense of fun to the learning and advancement of their skills and knowledge of the system, in addition to 
helping users follow company policies and dictates on using the software.

“Identifying those individuals, defined as top performers, is a good 
start in building out the successful persona.”

In regards to understanding user and software performances, results and ROI are critical in getting the most out of your system. 
Performance reporting of the software along with the performance of the end users will help form a picture to guide you on what is 
working well and where additional customizations may be needed. A good system will allow you access to a cadre of various 
metrics. It’s an excellent way to monitor usage among your employee population and create a standard of excellence with users in 
your organization. These performance indicators identify how the human engineering is working in alliance with the individuals 
who are interacting successfully with the product, as well as identify those who are not. The only way to know if the ROI is meeting 
with your expectations is to keep a watchful eye on the numbers and adjust the predictors of the results to satisfy your business’s 
end-needs.

Updates and priorities 
Try to reserve judgment during the first few months, as you will learn much about the system and your vendor. The software should 
evolve and adjust to your unique business needs, and as time passes, you will likely have requests for updates and additional 
customization. 

Keep a close record of your organization’s list of ongoing needs, what you require, and more importantly, where these needs fall on 
the list. Prioritizing a well-thought-out and reasonable list will allow you to have critical needs addressed first without inundating 
your provider with less-critical needs which they can attend to at a future point. This proactive step ensures you maximize your list 
of priorities and allows your vendor a chance to focus on your immediate critical requests and not everything you believe you might 
need now, as well as into the far future. Conscientious software providers are continuously working on improvements to the soft-
ware, and what you consider to be a cutting-edge customization you’d like implemented at a future point, may not be a best prac-
tice at that point, nor support your business needs as you thought it might. Of course, no software will fit the exact needs of every 
client out of the box, so expect to spend time and energy configuring and customizing the product over time to meet your ongoing 
requirements. 

A well-designed product will enable a significant amount of self-configuration by the client, but there will be times when the vendor 
will need to do this work. You can expect these requests to be an additional expense, but if enough clients are requesting the same 
enhancement, a responsive provider will add it to their development queue at no cost. (Tip: Be sure to address this with the vendor 
during the evaluation process.) In turn, the vendor should provide feedback on what updates are soon to be in production, what 
they are working on currently, and what updates are on the short-list based on the demand and immediacy of the requests. Once 
you understand the timeline of updating your organization’s requests, you may wish to alter the prioritization of items on your list 
based on the speed or cost at which the provider can perform the updates. This understanding goes directly back to keeping open 
lines of communication and helps avoid misunderstandings and frustration. 

“A well-designed product will enable a significant amount of self-configuration by the 
client, but there will be times when the vendor will need to do this work.”

Additionally, if your ATS provider has a customer advisory panel, ask to join. Participation in this group will allow you to be involved 
more readily with potential, future enhancements and add your voice to the development and evolution of the software.

Summary
The fact is, purchasing and implementing a new software system that is critical to the core of your talent acquisition or business, is 
a significant investment of money, as well as time. So, before you go shopping for new software, be sure you completed your due 
diligence investigating the functionality and core competencies of your current software and provider. Often, people don’t under-
stand all the functionality and service provisions they already have and jump the gun in deciding to make a change. Unfortunately, 
some organizations change systems because they simply didn’t communicate their needs to the current service provider. The 
correct reasons to switch providers should hinge on your experience and dissatisfaction with the customer service delivery and 
technical support, signs of no future improvements, along with software that cannot meet the needs of your business demands 
due to its limited capabilities. Don’t let poor communication or misunderstandings be the primary reasons.  

Be active and engage in training, seminars, product demonstrations, request for updates, and communicate often. Speaking with 
your provider to discuss your business and systems needs should be a pleasant experience and not a dreaded one. Nurture and 
develop the relationship you have and treat the vendor like a partner and expect them to do the same with you. A well-developed 
relationship will garner you more in the long run.

Also, researching your vendors and ascertaining their level of comprehension when it comes to your unique business demands are 
a must. How they define their partnership with clients is another area for close consideration. It’s crucial to understand how they 
define customer service, and in turn, shape their own organization’s workplace culture. This peek into their company may give you 
a preview of how they work with their clients. 

Having an established line of communication with your vendor and a Product Specialist, within your organization, who can serve as 
a conduit ensuring that information on updates, enhancements, training, etc., are presented to the stakeholders involved with the 
software is highly recommended. Additionally, as your business needs evolve, so should the software. Be sure to keep a thorough 
list of what enhancements you need and where they fall in order of importance. Supply this list to the software provider and expect 
a response from them on estimated timing. 
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Managing expectations and end-user results are essential for ensuring the software is being used to its maximum potential and 
that you’re receiving the ROI that you expect. Monitoring utilization among the user group and identifying the top performers can 
help shape the profile of successful user traits to drive your business and garner you better results. 

All major software purchases, including applicant tracking systems, are an investment. To sustain your business goals, a certain 
amount of time and attention will need to go into maintaining the software, so it continues to perform in support of your objectives.   

About Us
Advanced Personnel Systems, Inc., makers of SmartSearch® talent acquisition and staffing management software, creates quality talent 
management and applicant tracking systems to streamline sourcing, recruiting and hiring in one easy-to-use solution. We help our clients 
recruit at the speed of life and stay ahead of the curve in the ever-changing recruitment landscape. 

Contact us at info@aps2k.com and at 760.941.2800 for more information and to speak with one of our product specialists. Learn more about 
us at www.smartsearchonline.com
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Preface
If you’re like most people, you find the process of shopping for an applicant tracking 
system or any other major system a painful and dreaded experience. In my 30+ years of 
working with clients and prospects, I have learned quite a bit from them about the vetting, 
selection and onboarding process involved with acquiring new applicant tracking software. 
Their inspiration and feedback constitutes the foundation of this business guide which is 
designed to educate the buyer on what steps are required before, during and after the 
purchase. Additionally, the guide outlines best practices on what pitfalls to avoid, the 
misnomers that can lead you astray from your goal, what factors really matter, and why 
understanding your own business needs, thoroughly, will help direct you down the right 
path to a satisfied buying and end-user experience.

This guide is designed to bring structure, organization and a better understanding to the 
prospective buyer, as well as the current owner of an ATS. The sections are divided into 
three areas to help delineate the actions that should be observed and implemented and in 
what order they should occur.

In principle, the advice in this guide applies to any business software purchase and is not 
exclusive to acquiring an applicant tracking system, so please consider the principles 
discussed for your other software considerations and acquisitions. 

Part One - Understanding Why and if You Need an ATS
Starting your process with good preparation in mind is essential. It’s an extremely long, arduous and expensive process to 
implement a new system. If you don’t start the discovery and evaluation process off on the right foot, you can fall into the trap 
of a long-term software contract with underperforming functionality or service that you cannot discontinue without an early 
termination fee, along with the headache of having to repeat the entire painful buying process. 

To begin, I have seen many organizations erroneously purchase a new software system when, often, their current system could 
sufficiently provide them with what was needed. When looking for an applicant tracking system (ATS) your first job is to criti-
cally evaluate your motivations as to why you need one, and if you currently have one, why you need to change vendors. Analyz-
ing where and why the current ATS is not performing and why a new ATS is required should be for bona fide business reasons 
not driven by subjectivity. Looking objectively and pragmatically at your business needs and motivation to switch providers, or 
when making an initial purchase, are the most prominent factors to consider when shopping for a new software system. 

“When looking for an applicant tracking system (ATS) your first job is to 
critically evaluate your motivations as to why you need one, and if 

you currently have one, why you need to change vendors.”

Mind the gap
A gap analysis is a step often skipped, but one that should be top-of-mind for anyone in the market to purchase new business 
software. Start by conducting a gap analysis of your recruitment business and look objectively at what you lack with your 
current systems and processes. Understanding exactly what you need to get out of your system is a benefit you cannot ignore. 
Don’t take a generalized view of what you need, but rather granulate and define your discovery process to understand precisely 
what you need and always do this with your business objectives in mind
  

Consider your company’s present requirements, as well as anticipated future needs. For example, if your business is growing, your 
software needs to be scalable to suit your expected plans, if not, you may face needing to re-evaluate more systems down the road. 
Further, prioritizing your needs is critically important to evaluate competing systems, since no off-the-shelf software will likely satisfy all 
your requirements.  

Before you begin the product evaluation process, look objectively at your talent acquisition processes, your current software’s perfor-
mance for reliability and support along with your future goals. Without this in-depth knowledge, it will be difficult for you to adequately 
compare software products to determine which is best suited for your business goals and talent acquisition practices. I recommend 
having end-user input when defining where your current software is falling short. These individuals can provide the insight you need to 
know as part of the due diligence in your analysis. 

Also, part of the due diligence in understanding what you need for your business will help you avoid over-purchasing or under-purchas-
ing what is most needed to sustain your talent acquisition workflow and pressing business needs. 

“Start by conducting a gap analysis of your recruitment business and look objectively 
at what you lack with your current systems and processes.”

Where it goes wrong 
Many situations can alter reality leading people to rely on perception rather than fact. Over the past 30+ years, I have heard many 
subjective reasons as to why a company wants to leave their current applicant tracking software provider or to make an initial ATS 
purchase… this situation rarely ends well. Reasons that aren’t supported by a solid business case mean the decision makers bypassed a 
needs analysis, and what ultimately results is one or more of the following mistakes:
 

• creating a broad list of overly general questions, using a templated RFP, not applicable to the buyer’s organization and sent to a 
long list of (mostly) unqualified vendors 

• preemptively choosing a vendor used in the past at a previous employer
• selecting a vendor exclusively on cost versus understanding the correct value to the buyer’s organization
• opting for vendors that don’t share tips and ideas on best practices
• choosing a system based on marketing hype that doesn’t address your needs

I’ve also experienced interactions with organizations that had assigned the task of evaluating potential ATS providers to departments 
outside of the area where the end users sit, or when they gave the work to a third-party consultant. This decision can spell disaster for the 
end users and job candidates because the outcome usually doesn’t serve the end users and support the business needs of the company. 
We recommend designating one or more top performers or internal subject-matter experts who can help with the product evaluation 
process, and later serve as key points of contact to support user adoption and maximize the ongoing cost-effectiveness of the system.
 
Note: When using a third-party consultant be aware of one crucial detail. Misunderstandings and problems that can arise here are when 
the external consultancy skips the gap analysis. When it comes to using a third-party consultant, ask them to conduct the gap analysis 
of your business, and if you choose this option, you need to understand what discovery process they will use, what resources they will 
need access to inside your organization, and how long it will take them to start and finish the discovery. Further, you need to know 
upfront what is the depth of their investigation, what information they’ll be providing and how they’ll arrive at their subsequent recom-
mendations. 

The alternate option is that you conduct your own gap analysis before hiring the third-party and release the findings to them so they can 
gain a fuller understanding of your business practices and business objectives. The more information they have, the better and more 
impactful their recommendations will be.

“Reasons that aren’t supported by a solid business case mean 
the decision makers bypassed a needs analysis…”

In accordance with good communications, the first place you should take your completed gap analysis is to your existing vendor and 
discuss the results. Often your current software has the functionality you need, but unfortunately, many organizations don’t communi-
cate or ask the right questions of their vendor. The only way to determine the full scope of the software’s offering is to learn as much as 
you can to gain a fuller understanding. You should be satisfied that you have reason to explore other options and not just assume the 
grass is always greener based on the latest marketing hype of a potentially new vendor. Systems and relationships, collectively and 
separately, are never perfect. Your current vendor may be at the root of the problem, but expecting perfection from your current supplier 
and believing a new vendor will solve all your problems is a grand mistake. Look closely at where the issues lie and objectively consider if 
your business practices are hindering the system’s performance. This exercise can save you a lot of time and money in the long run. 

Further, fostering good communications with your current provider and understanding the full complement of what your system offers 
is vital for understanding what you already have at your fingertips, and I’ll address more about this in section three of this guide. 

“Often your current software has the functionality
 you need, but unfortunately, many organizations don’t communicate, 

or ask the right questions of their vendor.”

Part Two – Why Cost, True Value and Company Culture Matter 
Cost versus value
Assessing the current and future value of new software for your business, value for the money paid and value for the end users should 
be paramount in the decision-making process. 

Evaluating the intrinsic “true” value of the software is a unique experience and will vary from organization to organization; so it’s 
important to ask lots of good questions (InfoMart, 2015, “5 Questions You Need to Ask When Choosing the Perfect ATS.”) to under-
stand how the software will mesh with your unique business demands. It’s vital to ask questions specific to your company’s needs, 
but some general questions you, also, need answers to are: 

• specifics concerning the cost (e.g., priced by number of users, flat fee, annual hires)
• the frequency of software updates to include:

o the timing of notifications to adequately prepare ahead
o how and when the updates occur
o downtime involved (timing matters)
o new features and how training and information will be communicated

• the extent of resources needed by your organization to maintain a fully functioning application
• how data storage is handled and protected 
• the scope of the software implementation and what resources are required
• length and terms of the contract

Additionally, you should know what instruction is included for the initial rollout, as well as 
for future updates, product refreshers, new features and training for newly onboarded 
users, as well as software changes that address future business objectives. It’s also 
important to understand any system configuration or customization you may require to 

meet your initial and ongoing business processes and their associated costs.

“Evaluating the intrinsic “true” value of the software is a unique experience and will 
vary from organization to organization; so it’s important to ask lots of good questions to 

understand how the software will mesh with your unique business demands.”

Understanding true value 
No software is of value if the end users cannot apply it in meaningful and productive ways. Technology should enhance the user 
experience, not be an encumbrance; so, the human engineering must be in line with how you need the software to perform. Don’t let 
the vendor define your needs; it’s okay to compare product feature sets to each other, but it’s most important to evaluate the product 
functionality against your requirements to ensure you’re getting the best value for the money. If you analyzed your business at the 
beginning of the process, you know best what your business needs are. 

“Technology should enhance the user experience, not be an encumbrance; so, the human 
engineering must be in line with how you need the software to perform.”

People often become overly fixated on the appearance of the software. Beneficial functionality and speed are not easy to design but 
are the backbone of what makes for good, reliable systems. What appears flashy and sparkly in a demo doesn’t always translate into 
a rich real-world experience for the end user. Flashy should not be the focus, but consider availability, reliability, functionality, and 
responsiveness as being what’s vital. It’s essential that the end users can use the software, often all day long, without fatigue. 

If possible, implement the software you’re considering into a pilot program. If you have more than one physical location, or business 
unit, install and use it at one of the sites. You will learn a lot about the software along with the technical support and customer service 
delivery. Generally speaking, the pilot software is the off-the-shelf product so keep that in mind as you’re testing the system and 
consider the bigger picture of how the software fills your business needs and how it helps define what you want to achieve with your 
current and future business goals.
 
If a pilot program is not possible, take the time to speak with references – both top performers, and the managers who do the soft-
ware purchasing for their business; this is well worth your time. Questions may vary, but ask the managers if they conducted a busi-
ness needs analysis at the onset of their process, and be sure to inquire about any hidden costs, as well as their satisfaction with the 
service delivery. Knowing how satisfied the end users are with the software and service is valuable information. Software review sites 
such as TrustRadius and Capterra are also excellent sources of getting crowdsourced opinions about a product, company, and its 
people. It’s important to ask for references and speak with customers who are achieving success with the product in question. These 
may be power users who will give you a fair representation of how they use the product, and with that may be able to answer ques-
tions relevant to your organization. 

“What appears flashy and sparkly in a demo doesn’t always translate into a 
rich real-world experience for the end user.”

Company culture and vendor alignment 
As important as it is to evaluate the software, it’s equally important to assess the vendor and recognize the red flags that appear 
during the sales process. When evaluating vendors, take note of how carefully they listen, understand and respond to information 
about your unique business demands. If the vendor always answers, “yes,” to your questions about functionality, you should be suspi-
cious… no off-the-shelf software will do all you want.

If the vendor is listening and advising on what’s in your company’s best interest, they are taking a customer-centric approach and not 
just working to meet their own sales goals. They should be using the information from your gap analysis, which either they or you 
conducted and customizing their report back to you in a way that is specific to your unique business. 

Additionally, ask the vendor to whom they report... is the company privately held or owned and financed by outside 
investors? Who does management serve, customers or shareholders/investors? What drives their innovation? Custom-
er-driven innovation is, generally, the best because it’s like crowdsourcing. Their responses will alert you to their compa-
ny structure and indicate where customers fall on the list of priorities and importance. Also, find out what the turnover is 
like on their client roster, as well as employee turnover within the software vendor’s organization, and see what employ-
ees are writing about them on sites like Glassdoor. 

“Customer-driven innovation is, generally, the best because it’s like crowdsourcing.”

It goes without saying, but understanding how the vendor defines ongoing customer service, and technical support is 
essential. This information will help you understand both the advantages, as well as the 
limitations of their solution – and their customer focus speaks volumes about 
their own company culture and how well they work with clients. 

You need to develop a business partnership with your ATS provider, 
and any vendor for that matter. A compatible relationship is one 
of trust, honest communication, and mutual respect. 

Understanding the overall performance and service 
factors of the potential software system and vendor 
along with how they align with your company needs and 
culture are the keys to successful product selection. 
Ultimately, the functionality of the vendor’s software 
should be in line with your expectations of success for 
the present and future of your business.  

Part Three – Successful Tactics for Implementing and Maintaining 
the Software 
Managing expectations
Appropriately managing expectations during the implementation is a critical, but often, overlooked process when installing the new 
software. Management needs to take hold of the system adoption process and work with end users in a supportive manner to 
ensure the system is being used to its fullest capacity. Anticipate certain reactions around performance, ease-of-use, and results, 
and for management, this means managing those reactions by setting the bar of expectations realistically as with any new system. 
It is typical to expect some concerns and issues, so management should preemptively communicate this to their end users. There 
will be a learning curve and with that users need to be supported by leadership and encouraged to use the software and not judge 
the product hastily. Additionally, the end users will need to “unlearn” what they knew about working in the previous software while 
learning a new (and improved software product), which will not be easy for some people. Management can help by reinforcing the 
reasons why the new system is needed and how this software will solve problems that the previous software could not. 

“Management needs to take hold of the system adoption process and work with end users 
in a supportive manner to ensure the system is being used to its fullest capacity.”

Effective and open communications
As with any big purchase, nurturing and maintenance of the product are essential for its upkeep, which means you need to estab-
lish a strong line of communication, both internally and externally. Contact with your ATS provider is key, but sometimes people 
lose sight of this. The best interactions occur when the client and supplier create a mutually beneficial relationship that exhibits 
respect and cordiality. Your goal should be to form a professional, enduring, true business partnership that goes beyond vendor 
and customer. Relationships with these characteristics are meaningful because they help establish an open and receptive congeni-
ality allowing people to be more comfortable and responsive to gaining knowledge inside and outside the scope of the product. 
Considering each other “advisors” who work in collaboration to achieve mutually beneficial results will add to the longevity and 
prosperous nature of your business relationship. 

A recommended best practice is for management to assign a Product Specialist, or subject-matter expert, inside the client’s busi-
ness who is actively engaged in staying current with the vendor’s tech enhancements and in promoting use of the software pro- 
duct. Having this point-person is a legitimate role and one where someone can better facilitate communications and set up your 
organization for greater success. The Product Specialist position may need defining by management because the role takes time 
and education to execute properly, so consider the workload and compensation for this person as you decide who will be assigned 
the position.
 
A Product Specialist can serve as a conduit between management, users, the vendor, and be the go-to person when questions 
arise, or additional clarity is needed. Having a Product Specialist is also an excellent resource for management and the end users, 
as they can answer routine, fundamental questions more expeditiously rather than going to the vendor’s tech support desk. An 
added benefit is that communications will siphon through one person which reduces the chances of miscommunications or infor-
mation falling through a crack. It, also, allows the vendor to learn the working style of the client and build a relationship with the 
client to work through questions more quickly. Periodic calls with the provider and an established email chain for the transference 
of information are essential for the maintenance of the software. 

“A Product Specialist can serve as a conduit between management, users, the vendor, 
and be the go-to person when questions arise, or additional clarity is needed.”

If you chose the solutions provider that understands your business needs and aligns with your unique culture, you should expect 
your communications to evolve beneficially over the years.  

Metrics to monitor the system and promote good-user habits 
The initial gap analysis you conducted served as a guide to bring you to the selected software which best suits your business 
needs. However, to ensure you continue to receive the ROI you expect from your system, a process or a schedule of continuous 
monitoring is essential in maintaining optimal performance. In part, this observance involves oversight of the end users and how 
they are putting the software to use. Speak with your vendor for tips and ideas on what other customers are doing to optimize their 
usage and increase user adoption. 

Management should set standards for usage and promote adherence to these standards using the 
system’s data reports. Identifying those individuals, defined as top performers, is a good start in build-
ing out the successful persona. Understanding how they maximize their time and efforts in the software 
can help those who may not be using it to its fullest potential. Help users to be successful by supporting 
them with ongoing training and using identified best practices for a successful result. You may need to get 
creative and find fun ways to incentivize the end users. Incentivizing through gamification is one way to add 
interest and a sense of fun to the learning and advancement of their skills and knowledge of the system, in addition to 
helping users follow company policies and dictates on using the software.

“Identifying those individuals, defined as top performers, is a good 
start in building out the successful persona.”

In regards to understanding user and software performances, results and ROI are critical in getting the most out of your system. 
Performance reporting of the software along with the performance of the end users will help form a picture to guide you on what is 
working well and where additional customizations may be needed. A good system will allow you access to a cadre of various 
metrics. It’s an excellent way to monitor usage among your employee population and create a standard of excellence with users in 
your organization. These performance indicators identify how the human engineering is working in alliance with the individuals 
who are interacting successfully with the product, as well as identify those who are not. The only way to know if the ROI is meeting 
with your expectations is to keep a watchful eye on the numbers and adjust the predictors of the results to satisfy your business’s 
end-needs.

Updates and priorities 
Try to reserve judgment during the first few months, as you will learn much about the system and your vendor. The software should 
evolve and adjust to your unique business needs, and as time passes, you will likely have requests for updates and additional 
customization. 

Keep a close record of your organization’s list of ongoing needs, what you require, and more importantly, where these needs fall on 
the list. Prioritizing a well-thought-out and reasonable list will allow you to have critical needs addressed first without inundating 
your provider with less-critical needs which they can attend to at a future point. This proactive step ensures you maximize your list 
of priorities and allows your vendor a chance to focus on your immediate critical requests and not everything you believe you might 
need now, as well as into the far future. Conscientious software providers are continuously working on improvements to the soft-
ware, and what you consider to be a cutting-edge customization you’d like implemented at a future point, may not be a best prac-
tice at that point, nor support your business needs as you thought it might. Of course, no software will fit the exact needs of every 
client out of the box, so expect to spend time and energy configuring and customizing the product over time to meet your ongoing 
requirements. 

A well-designed product will enable a significant amount of self-configuration by the client, but there will be times when the vendor 
will need to do this work. You can expect these requests to be an additional expense, but if enough clients are requesting the same 
enhancement, a responsive provider will add it to their development queue at no cost. (Tip: Be sure to address this with the vendor 
during the evaluation process.) In turn, the vendor should provide feedback on what updates are soon to be in production, what 
they are working on currently, and what updates are on the short-list based on the demand and immediacy of the requests. Once 
you understand the timeline of updating your organization’s requests, you may wish to alter the prioritization of items on your list 
based on the speed or cost at which the provider can perform the updates. This understanding goes directly back to keeping open 
lines of communication and helps avoid misunderstandings and frustration. 

“A well-designed product will enable a significant amount of self-configuration by the 
client, but there will be times when the vendor will need to do this work.”

Additionally, if your ATS provider has a customer advisory panel, ask to join. Participation in this group will allow you to be involved 
more readily with potential, future enhancements and add your voice to the development and evolution of the software.

Summary
The fact is, purchasing and implementing a new software system that is critical to the core of your talent acquisition or business, is 
a significant investment of money, as well as time. So, before you go shopping for new software, be sure you completed your due 
diligence investigating the functionality and core competencies of your current software and provider. Often, people don’t under-
stand all the functionality and service provisions they already have and jump the gun in deciding to make a change. Unfortunately, 
some organizations change systems because they simply didn’t communicate their needs to the current service provider. The 
correct reasons to switch providers should hinge on your experience and dissatisfaction with the customer service delivery and 
technical support, signs of no future improvements, along with software that cannot meet the needs of your business demands 
due to its limited capabilities. Don’t let poor communication or misunderstandings be the primary reasons.  

Be active and engage in training, seminars, product demonstrations, request for updates, and communicate often. Speaking with 
your provider to discuss your business and systems needs should be a pleasant experience and not a dreaded one. Nurture and 
develop the relationship you have and treat the vendor like a partner and expect them to do the same with you. A well-developed 
relationship will garner you more in the long run.

Also, researching your vendors and ascertaining their level of comprehension when it comes to your unique business demands are 
a must. How they define their partnership with clients is another area for close consideration. It’s crucial to understand how they 
define customer service, and in turn, shape their own organization’s workplace culture. This peek into their company may give you 
a preview of how they work with their clients. 

Having an established line of communication with your vendor and a Product Specialist, within your organization, who can serve as 
a conduit ensuring that information on updates, enhancements, training, etc., are presented to the stakeholders involved with the 
software is highly recommended. Additionally, as your business needs evolve, so should the software. Be sure to keep a thorough 
list of what enhancements you need and where they fall in order of importance. Supply this list to the software provider and expect 
a response from them on estimated timing. 
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Managing expectations and end-user results are essential for ensuring the software is being used to its maximum potential and 
that you’re receiving the ROI that you expect. Monitoring utilization among the user group and identifying the top performers can 
help shape the profile of successful user traits to drive your business and garner you better results. 

All major software purchases, including applicant tracking systems, are an investment. To sustain your business goals, a certain 
amount of time and attention will need to go into maintaining the software, so it continues to perform in support of your objectives.   

About Us
Advanced Personnel Systems, Inc., makers of SmartSearch® talent acquisition and staffing management software, creates quality talent 
management and applicant tracking systems to streamline sourcing, recruiting and hiring in one easy-to-use solution. We help our clients 
recruit at the speed of life and stay ahead of the curve in the ever-changing recruitment landscape. 

Contact us at info@aps2k.com and at 760.941.2800 for more information and to speak with one of our product specialists. Learn more about 
us at www.smartsearchonline.com
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Preface
If you’re like most people, you find the process of shopping for an applicant tracking 
system or any other major system a painful and dreaded experience. In my 30+ years of 
working with clients and prospects, I have learned quite a bit from them about the vetting, 
selection and onboarding process involved with acquiring new applicant tracking software. 
Their inspiration and feedback constitutes the foundation of this business guide which is 
designed to educate the buyer on what steps are required before, during and after the 
purchase. Additionally, the guide outlines best practices on what pitfalls to avoid, the 
misnomers that can lead you astray from your goal, what factors really matter, and why 
understanding your own business needs, thoroughly, will help direct you down the right 
path to a satisfied buying and end-user experience.

This guide is designed to bring structure, organization and a better understanding to the 
prospective buyer, as well as the current owner of an ATS. The sections are divided into 
three areas to help delineate the actions that should be observed and implemented and in 
what order they should occur.

In principle, the advice in this guide applies to any business software purchase and is not 
exclusive to acquiring an applicant tracking system, so please consider the principles 
discussed for your other software considerations and acquisitions. 

Part One - Understanding Why and if You Need an ATS
Starting your process with good preparation in mind is essential. It’s an extremely long, arduous and expensive process to 
implement a new system. If you don’t start the discovery and evaluation process off on the right foot, you can fall into the trap 
of a long-term software contract with underperforming functionality or service that you cannot discontinue without an early 
termination fee, along with the headache of having to repeat the entire painful buying process. 

To begin, I have seen many organizations erroneously purchase a new software system when, often, their current system could 
sufficiently provide them with what was needed. When looking for an applicant tracking system (ATS) your first job is to criti-
cally evaluate your motivations as to why you need one, and if you currently have one, why you need to change vendors. Analyz-
ing where and why the current ATS is not performing and why a new ATS is required should be for bona fide business reasons 
not driven by subjectivity. Looking objectively and pragmatically at your business needs and motivation to switch providers, or 
when making an initial purchase, are the most prominent factors to consider when shopping for a new software system. 

“When looking for an applicant tracking system (ATS) your first job is to 
critically evaluate your motivations as to why you need one, and if 

you currently have one, why you need to change vendors.”

Mind the gap
A gap analysis is a step often skipped, but one that should be top-of-mind for anyone in the market to purchase new business 
software. Start by conducting a gap analysis of your recruitment business and look objectively at what you lack with your 
current systems and processes. Understanding exactly what you need to get out of your system is a benefit you cannot ignore. 
Don’t take a generalized view of what you need, but rather granulate and define your discovery process to understand precisely 
what you need and always do this with your business objectives in mind
  

Consider your company’s present requirements, as well as anticipated future needs. For example, if your business is growing, your 
software needs to be scalable to suit your expected plans, if not, you may face needing to re-evaluate more systems down the road. 
Further, prioritizing your needs is critically important to evaluate competing systems, since no off-the-shelf software will likely satisfy all 
your requirements.  

Before you begin the product evaluation process, look objectively at your talent acquisition processes, your current software’s perfor-
mance for reliability and support along with your future goals. Without this in-depth knowledge, it will be difficult for you to adequately 
compare software products to determine which is best suited for your business goals and talent acquisition practices. I recommend 
having end-user input when defining where your current software is falling short. These individuals can provide the insight you need to 
know as part of the due diligence in your analysis. 

Also, part of the due diligence in understanding what you need for your business will help you avoid over-purchasing or under-purchas-
ing what is most needed to sustain your talent acquisition workflow and pressing business needs. 

“Start by conducting a gap analysis of your recruitment business and look objectively 
at what you lack with your current systems and processes.”

Where it goes wrong 
Many situations can alter reality leading people to rely on perception rather than fact. Over the past 30+ years, I have heard many 
subjective reasons as to why a company wants to leave their current applicant tracking software provider or to make an initial ATS 
purchase… this situation rarely ends well. Reasons that aren’t supported by a solid business case mean the decision makers bypassed a 
needs analysis, and what ultimately results is one or more of the following mistakes:
 

• creating a broad list of overly general questions, using a templated RFP, not applicable to the buyer’s organization and sent to a 
long list of (mostly) unqualified vendors 

• preemptively choosing a vendor used in the past at a previous employer
• selecting a vendor exclusively on cost versus understanding the correct value to the buyer’s organization
• opting for vendors that don’t share tips and ideas on best practices
• choosing a system based on marketing hype that doesn’t address your needs

I’ve also experienced interactions with organizations that had assigned the task of evaluating potential ATS providers to departments 
outside of the area where the end users sit, or when they gave the work to a third-party consultant. This decision can spell disaster for the 
end users and job candidates because the outcome usually doesn’t serve the end users and support the business needs of the company. 
We recommend designating one or more top performers or internal subject-matter experts who can help with the product evaluation 
process, and later serve as key points of contact to support user adoption and maximize the ongoing cost-effectiveness of the system.
 
Note: When using a third-party consultant be aware of one crucial detail. Misunderstandings and problems that can arise here are when 
the external consultancy skips the gap analysis. When it comes to using a third-party consultant, ask them to conduct the gap analysis 
of your business, and if you choose this option, you need to understand what discovery process they will use, what resources they will 
need access to inside your organization, and how long it will take them to start and finish the discovery. Further, you need to know 
upfront what is the depth of their investigation, what information they’ll be providing and how they’ll arrive at their subsequent recom-
mendations. 

The alternate option is that you conduct your own gap analysis before hiring the third-party and release the findings to them so they can 
gain a fuller understanding of your business practices and business objectives. The more information they have, the better and more 
impactful their recommendations will be.

“Reasons that aren’t supported by a solid business case mean 
the decision makers bypassed a needs analysis…”

In accordance with good communications, the first place you should take your completed gap analysis is to your existing vendor and 
discuss the results. Often your current software has the functionality you need, but unfortunately, many organizations don’t communi-
cate or ask the right questions of their vendor. The only way to determine the full scope of the software’s offering is to learn as much as 
you can to gain a fuller understanding. You should be satisfied that you have reason to explore other options and not just assume the 
grass is always greener based on the latest marketing hype of a potentially new vendor. Systems and relationships, collectively and 
separately, are never perfect. Your current vendor may be at the root of the problem, but expecting perfection from your current supplier 
and believing a new vendor will solve all your problems is a grand mistake. Look closely at where the issues lie and objectively consider if 
your business practices are hindering the system’s performance. This exercise can save you a lot of time and money in the long run. 

Further, fostering good communications with your current provider and understanding the full complement of what your system offers 
is vital for understanding what you already have at your fingertips, and I’ll address more about this in section three of this guide. 

“Often your current software has the functionality
 you need, but unfortunately, many organizations don’t communicate, 

or ask the right questions of their vendor.”

Part Two – Why Cost, True Value and Company Culture Matter 
Cost versus value
Assessing the current and future value of new software for your business, value for the money paid and value for the end users should 
be paramount in the decision-making process. 

Evaluating the intrinsic “true” value of the software is a unique experience and will vary from organization to organization; so it’s 
important to ask lots of good questions (InfoMart, 2015, “5 Questions You Need to Ask When Choosing the Perfect ATS.”) to under-
stand how the software will mesh with your unique business demands. It’s vital to ask questions specific to your company’s needs, 
but some general questions you, also, need answers to are: 

• specifics concerning the cost (e.g., priced by number of users, flat fee, annual hires)
• the frequency of software updates to include:

o the timing of notifications to adequately prepare ahead
o how and when the updates occur
o downtime involved (timing matters)
o new features and how training and information will be communicated

• the extent of resources needed by your organization to maintain a fully functioning application
• how data storage is handled and protected 
• the scope of the software implementation and what resources are required
• length and terms of the contract

Additionally, you should know what instruction is included for the initial rollout, as well as 
for future updates, product refreshers, new features and training for newly onboarded 
users, as well as software changes that address future business objectives. It’s also 
important to understand any system configuration or customization you may require to 

meet your initial and ongoing business processes and their associated costs.

“Evaluating the intrinsic “true” value of the software is a unique experience and will 
vary from organization to organization; so it’s important to ask lots of good questions to 

understand how the software will mesh with your unique business demands.”

Understanding true value 
No software is of value if the end users cannot apply it in meaningful and productive ways. Technology should enhance the user 
experience, not be an encumbrance; so, the human engineering must be in line with how you need the software to perform. Don’t let 
the vendor define your needs; it’s okay to compare product feature sets to each other, but it’s most important to evaluate the product 
functionality against your requirements to ensure you’re getting the best value for the money. If you analyzed your business at the 
beginning of the process, you know best what your business needs are. 

“Technology should enhance the user experience, not be an encumbrance; so, the human 
engineering must be in line with how you need the software to perform.”

People often become overly fixated on the appearance of the software. Beneficial functionality and speed are not easy to design but 
are the backbone of what makes for good, reliable systems. What appears flashy and sparkly in a demo doesn’t always translate into 
a rich real-world experience for the end user. Flashy should not be the focus, but consider availability, reliability, functionality, and 
responsiveness as being what’s vital. It’s essential that the end users can use the software, often all day long, without fatigue. 

If possible, implement the software you’re considering into a pilot program. If you have more than one physical location, or business 
unit, install and use it at one of the sites. You will learn a lot about the software along with the technical support and customer service 
delivery. Generally speaking, the pilot software is the off-the-shelf product so keep that in mind as you’re testing the system and 
consider the bigger picture of how the software fills your business needs and how it helps define what you want to achieve with your 
current and future business goals.
 
If a pilot program is not possible, take the time to speak with references – both top performers, and the managers who do the soft-
ware purchasing for their business; this is well worth your time. Questions may vary, but ask the managers if they conducted a busi-
ness needs analysis at the onset of their process, and be sure to inquire about any hidden costs, as well as their satisfaction with the 
service delivery. Knowing how satisfied the end users are with the software and service is valuable information. Software review sites 
such as TrustRadius and Capterra are also excellent sources of getting crowdsourced opinions about a product, company, and its 
people. It’s important to ask for references and speak with customers who are achieving success with the product in question. These 
may be power users who will give you a fair representation of how they use the product, and with that may be able to answer ques-
tions relevant to your organization. 

“What appears flashy and sparkly in a demo doesn’t always translate into a 
rich real-world experience for the end user.”

Company culture and vendor alignment 
As important as it is to evaluate the software, it’s equally important to assess the vendor and recognize the red flags that appear 
during the sales process. When evaluating vendors, take note of how carefully they listen, understand and respond to information 
about your unique business demands. If the vendor always answers, “yes,” to your questions about functionality, you should be suspi-
cious… no off-the-shelf software will do all you want.

If the vendor is listening and advising on what’s in your company’s best interest, they are taking a customer-centric approach and not 
just working to meet their own sales goals. They should be using the information from your gap analysis, which either they or you 
conducted and customizing their report back to you in a way that is specific to your unique business. 

Additionally, ask the vendor to whom they report... is the company privately held or owned and financed by outside 
investors? Who does management serve, customers or shareholders/investors? What drives their innovation? Custom-
er-driven innovation is, generally, the best because it’s like crowdsourcing. Their responses will alert you to their compa-
ny structure and indicate where customers fall on the list of priorities and importance. Also, find out what the turnover is 
like on their client roster, as well as employee turnover within the software vendor’s organization, and see what employ-
ees are writing about them on sites like Glassdoor. 

“Customer-driven innovation is, generally, the best because it’s like crowdsourcing.”

It goes without saying, but understanding how the vendor defines ongoing customer service, and technical support is 
essential. This information will help you understand both the advantages, as well as the 
limitations of their solution – and their customer focus speaks volumes about 
their own company culture and how well they work with clients. 

You need to develop a business partnership with your ATS provider, 
and any vendor for that matter. A compatible relationship is one 
of trust, honest communication, and mutual respect. 

Understanding the overall performance and service 
factors of the potential software system and vendor 
along with how they align with your company needs and 
culture are the keys to successful product selection. 
Ultimately, the functionality of the vendor’s software 
should be in line with your expectations of success for 
the present and future of your business.  

Part Three – Successful Tactics for Implementing and Maintaining 
the Software 
Managing expectations
Appropriately managing expectations during the implementation is a critical, but often, overlooked process when installing the new 
software. Management needs to take hold of the system adoption process and work with end users in a supportive manner to 
ensure the system is being used to its fullest capacity. Anticipate certain reactions around performance, ease-of-use, and results, 
and for management, this means managing those reactions by setting the bar of expectations realistically as with any new system. 
It is typical to expect some concerns and issues, so management should preemptively communicate this to their end users. There 
will be a learning curve and with that users need to be supported by leadership and encouraged to use the software and not judge 
the product hastily. Additionally, the end users will need to “unlearn” what they knew about working in the previous software while 
learning a new (and improved software product), which will not be easy for some people. Management can help by reinforcing the 
reasons why the new system is needed and how this software will solve problems that the previous software could not. 

“Management needs to take hold of the system adoption process and work with end users 
in a supportive manner to ensure the system is being used to its fullest capacity.”

Effective and open communications
As with any big purchase, nurturing and maintenance of the product are essential for its upkeep, which means you need to estab-
lish a strong line of communication, both internally and externally. Contact with your ATS provider is key, but sometimes people 
lose sight of this. The best interactions occur when the client and supplier create a mutually beneficial relationship that exhibits 
respect and cordiality. Your goal should be to form a professional, enduring, true business partnership that goes beyond vendor 
and customer. Relationships with these characteristics are meaningful because they help establish an open and receptive congeni-
ality allowing people to be more comfortable and responsive to gaining knowledge inside and outside the scope of the product. 
Considering each other “advisors” who work in collaboration to achieve mutually beneficial results will add to the longevity and 
prosperous nature of your business relationship. 

A recommended best practice is for management to assign a Product Specialist, or subject-matter expert, inside the client’s busi-
ness who is actively engaged in staying current with the vendor’s tech enhancements and in promoting use of the software pro- 
duct. Having this point-person is a legitimate role and one where someone can better facilitate communications and set up your 
organization for greater success. The Product Specialist position may need defining by management because the role takes time 
and education to execute properly, so consider the workload and compensation for this person as you decide who will be assigned 
the position.
 
A Product Specialist can serve as a conduit between management, users, the vendor, and be the go-to person when questions 
arise, or additional clarity is needed. Having a Product Specialist is also an excellent resource for management and the end users, 
as they can answer routine, fundamental questions more expeditiously rather than going to the vendor’s tech support desk. An 
added benefit is that communications will siphon through one person which reduces the chances of miscommunications or infor-
mation falling through a crack. It, also, allows the vendor to learn the working style of the client and build a relationship with the 
client to work through questions more quickly. Periodic calls with the provider and an established email chain for the transference 
of information are essential for the maintenance of the software. 

“A Product Specialist can serve as a conduit between management, users, the vendor, 
and be the go-to person when questions arise, or additional clarity is needed.”

If you chose the solutions provider that understands your business needs and aligns with your unique culture, you should expect 
your communications to evolve beneficially over the years.  

Metrics to monitor the system and promote good-user habits 
The initial gap analysis you conducted served as a guide to bring you to the selected software which best suits your business 
needs. However, to ensure you continue to receive the ROI you expect from your system, a process or a schedule of continuous 
monitoring is essential in maintaining optimal performance. In part, this observance involves oversight of the end users and how 
they are putting the software to use. Speak with your vendor for tips and ideas on what other customers are doing to optimize their 
usage and increase user adoption. 

Management should set standards for usage and promote adherence to these standards using the 
system’s data reports. Identifying those individuals, defined as top performers, is a good start in build-
ing out the successful persona. Understanding how they maximize their time and efforts in the software 
can help those who may not be using it to its fullest potential. Help users to be successful by supporting 
them with ongoing training and using identified best practices for a successful result. You may need to get 
creative and find fun ways to incentivize the end users. Incentivizing through gamification is one way to add 
interest and a sense of fun to the learning and advancement of their skills and knowledge of the system, in addition to 
helping users follow company policies and dictates on using the software.

“Identifying those individuals, defined as top performers, is a good 
start in building out the successful persona.”

In regards to understanding user and software performances, results and ROI are critical in getting the most out of your system. 
Performance reporting of the software along with the performance of the end users will help form a picture to guide you on what is 
working well and where additional customizations may be needed. A good system will allow you access to a cadre of various 
metrics. It’s an excellent way to monitor usage among your employee population and create a standard of excellence with users in 
your organization. These performance indicators identify how the human engineering is working in alliance with the individuals 
who are interacting successfully with the product, as well as identify those who are not. The only way to know if the ROI is meeting 
with your expectations is to keep a watchful eye on the numbers and adjust the predictors of the results to satisfy your business’s 
end-needs.

Updates and priorities 
Try to reserve judgment during the first few months, as you will learn much about the system and your vendor. The software should 
evolve and adjust to your unique business needs, and as time passes, you will likely have requests for updates and additional 
customization. 

Keep a close record of your organization’s list of ongoing needs, what you require, and more importantly, where these needs fall on 
the list. Prioritizing a well-thought-out and reasonable list will allow you to have critical needs addressed first without inundating 
your provider with less-critical needs which they can attend to at a future point. This proactive step ensures you maximize your list 
of priorities and allows your vendor a chance to focus on your immediate critical requests and not everything you believe you might 
need now, as well as into the far future. Conscientious software providers are continuously working on improvements to the soft-
ware, and what you consider to be a cutting-edge customization you’d like implemented at a future point, may not be a best prac-
tice at that point, nor support your business needs as you thought it might. Of course, no software will fit the exact needs of every 
client out of the box, so expect to spend time and energy configuring and customizing the product over time to meet your ongoing 
requirements. 

A well-designed product will enable a significant amount of self-configuration by the client, but there will be times when the vendor 
will need to do this work. You can expect these requests to be an additional expense, but if enough clients are requesting the same 
enhancement, a responsive provider will add it to their development queue at no cost. (Tip: Be sure to address this with the vendor 
during the evaluation process.) In turn, the vendor should provide feedback on what updates are soon to be in production, what 
they are working on currently, and what updates are on the short-list based on the demand and immediacy of the requests. Once 
you understand the timeline of updating your organization’s requests, you may wish to alter the prioritization of items on your list 
based on the speed or cost at which the provider can perform the updates. This understanding goes directly back to keeping open 
lines of communication and helps avoid misunderstandings and frustration. 

“A well-designed product will enable a significant amount of self-configuration by the 
client, but there will be times when the vendor will need to do this work.”

Additionally, if your ATS provider has a customer advisory panel, ask to join. Participation in this group will allow you to be involved 
more readily with potential, future enhancements and add your voice to the development and evolution of the software.

Summary
The fact is, purchasing and implementing a new software system that is critical to the core of your talent acquisition or business, is 
a significant investment of money, as well as time. So, before you go shopping for new software, be sure you completed your due 
diligence investigating the functionality and core competencies of your current software and provider. Often, people don’t under-
stand all the functionality and service provisions they already have and jump the gun in deciding to make a change. Unfortunately, 
some organizations change systems because they simply didn’t communicate their needs to the current service provider. The 
correct reasons to switch providers should hinge on your experience and dissatisfaction with the customer service delivery and 
technical support, signs of no future improvements, along with software that cannot meet the needs of your business demands 
due to its limited capabilities. Don’t let poor communication or misunderstandings be the primary reasons.  

Be active and engage in training, seminars, product demonstrations, request for updates, and communicate often. Speaking with 
your provider to discuss your business and systems needs should be a pleasant experience and not a dreaded one. Nurture and 
develop the relationship you have and treat the vendor like a partner and expect them to do the same with you. A well-developed 
relationship will garner you more in the long run.

Also, researching your vendors and ascertaining their level of comprehension when it comes to your unique business demands are 
a must. How they define their partnership with clients is another area for close consideration. It’s crucial to understand how they 
define customer service, and in turn, shape their own organization’s workplace culture. This peek into their company may give you 
a preview of how they work with their clients. 

Having an established line of communication with your vendor and a Product Specialist, within your organization, who can serve as 
a conduit ensuring that information on updates, enhancements, training, etc., are presented to the stakeholders involved with the 
software is highly recommended. Additionally, as your business needs evolve, so should the software. Be sure to keep a thorough 
list of what enhancements you need and where they fall in order of importance. Supply this list to the software provider and expect 
a response from them on estimated timing. 
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Managing expectations and end-user results are essential for ensuring the software is being used to its maximum potential and 
that you’re receiving the ROI that you expect. Monitoring utilization among the user group and identifying the top performers can 
help shape the profile of successful user traits to drive your business and garner you better results. 

All major software purchases, including applicant tracking systems, are an investment. To sustain your business goals, a certain 
amount of time and attention will need to go into maintaining the software, so it continues to perform in support of your objectives.   

About Us
Advanced Personnel Systems, Inc., makers of SmartSearch® talent acquisition and staffing management software, creates quality talent 
management and applicant tracking systems to streamline sourcing, recruiting and hiring in one easy-to-use solution. We help our clients 
recruit at the speed of life and stay ahead of the curve in the ever-changing recruitment landscape. 

Contact us at info@aps2k.com and at 760.941.2800 for more information and to speak with one of our product specialists. Learn more about 
us at www.smartsearchonline.com
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Preface
If you’re like most people, you find the process of shopping for an applicant tracking 
system or any other major system a painful and dreaded experience. In my 30+ years of 
working with clients and prospects, I have learned quite a bit from them about the vetting, 
selection and onboarding process involved with acquiring new applicant tracking software. 
Their inspiration and feedback constitutes the foundation of this business guide which is 
designed to educate the buyer on what steps are required before, during and after the 
purchase. Additionally, the guide outlines best practices on what pitfalls to avoid, the 
misnomers that can lead you astray from your goal, what factors really matter, and why 
understanding your own business needs, thoroughly, will help direct you down the right 
path to a satisfied buying and end-user experience.

This guide is designed to bring structure, organization and a better understanding to the 
prospective buyer, as well as the current owner of an ATS. The sections are divided into 
three areas to help delineate the actions that should be observed and implemented and in 
what order they should occur.

In principle, the advice in this guide applies to any business software purchase and is not 
exclusive to acquiring an applicant tracking system, so please consider the principles 
discussed for your other software considerations and acquisitions. 

Part One - Understanding Why and if You Need an ATS
Starting your process with good preparation in mind is essential. It’s an extremely long, arduous and expensive process to 
implement a new system. If you don’t start the discovery and evaluation process off on the right foot, you can fall into the trap 
of a long-term software contract with underperforming functionality or service that you cannot discontinue without an early 
termination fee, along with the headache of having to repeat the entire painful buying process. 

To begin, I have seen many organizations erroneously purchase a new software system when, often, their current system could 
sufficiently provide them with what was needed. When looking for an applicant tracking system (ATS) your first job is to criti-
cally evaluate your motivations as to why you need one, and if you currently have one, why you need to change vendors. Analyz-
ing where and why the current ATS is not performing and why a new ATS is required should be for bona fide business reasons 
not driven by subjectivity. Looking objectively and pragmatically at your business needs and motivation to switch providers, or 
when making an initial purchase, are the most prominent factors to consider when shopping for a new software system. 

“When looking for an applicant tracking system (ATS) your first job is to 
critically evaluate your motivations as to why you need one, and if 

you currently have one, why you need to change vendors.”

Mind the gap
A gap analysis is a step often skipped, but one that should be top-of-mind for anyone in the market to purchase new business 
software. Start by conducting a gap analysis of your recruitment business and look objectively at what you lack with your 
current systems and processes. Understanding exactly what you need to get out of your system is a benefit you cannot ignore. 
Don’t take a generalized view of what you need, but rather granulate and define your discovery process to understand precisely 
what you need and always do this with your business objectives in mind
  

Consider your company’s present requirements, as well as anticipated future needs. For example, if your business is growing, your 
software needs to be scalable to suit your expected plans, if not, you may face needing to re-evaluate more systems down the road. 
Further, prioritizing your needs is critically important to evaluate competing systems, since no off-the-shelf software will likely satisfy all 
your requirements.  

Before you begin the product evaluation process, look objectively at your talent acquisition processes, your current software’s perfor-
mance for reliability and support along with your future goals. Without this in-depth knowledge, it will be difficult for you to adequately 
compare software products to determine which is best suited for your business goals and talent acquisition practices. I recommend 
having end-user input when defining where your current software is falling short. These individuals can provide the insight you need to 
know as part of the due diligence in your analysis. 

Also, part of the due diligence in understanding what you need for your business will help you avoid over-purchasing or under-purchas-
ing what is most needed to sustain your talent acquisition workflow and pressing business needs. 

“Start by conducting a gap analysis of your recruitment business and look objectively 
at what you lack with your current systems and processes.”

Where it goes wrong 
Many situations can alter reality leading people to rely on perception rather than fact. Over the past 30+ years, I have heard many 
subjective reasons as to why a company wants to leave their current applicant tracking software provider or to make an initial ATS 
purchase… this situation rarely ends well. Reasons that aren’t supported by a solid business case mean the decision makers bypassed a 
needs analysis, and what ultimately results is one or more of the following mistakes:
 

• creating a broad list of overly general questions, using a templated RFP, not applicable to the buyer’s organization and sent to a 
long list of (mostly) unqualified vendors 

• preemptively choosing a vendor used in the past at a previous employer
• selecting a vendor exclusively on cost versus understanding the correct value to the buyer’s organization
• opting for vendors that don’t share tips and ideas on best practices
• choosing a system based on marketing hype that doesn’t address your needs

I’ve also experienced interactions with organizations that had assigned the task of evaluating potential ATS providers to departments 
outside of the area where the end users sit, or when they gave the work to a third-party consultant. This decision can spell disaster for the 
end users and job candidates because the outcome usually doesn’t serve the end users and support the business needs of the company. 
We recommend designating one or more top performers or internal subject-matter experts who can help with the product evaluation 
process, and later serve as key points of contact to support user adoption and maximize the ongoing cost-effectiveness of the system.
 
Note: When using a third-party consultant be aware of one crucial detail. Misunderstandings and problems that can arise here are when 
the external consultancy skips the gap analysis. When it comes to using a third-party consultant, ask them to conduct the gap analysis 
of your business, and if you choose this option, you need to understand what discovery process they will use, what resources they will 
need access to inside your organization, and how long it will take them to start and finish the discovery. Further, you need to know 
upfront what is the depth of their investigation, what information they’ll be providing and how they’ll arrive at their subsequent recom-
mendations. 

The alternate option is that you conduct your own gap analysis before hiring the third-party and release the findings to them so they can 
gain a fuller understanding of your business practices and business objectives. The more information they have, the better and more 
impactful their recommendations will be.

“Reasons that aren’t supported by a solid business case mean 
the decision makers bypassed a needs analysis…”

In accordance with good communications, the first place you should take your completed gap analysis is to your existing vendor and 
discuss the results. Often your current software has the functionality you need, but unfortunately, many organizations don’t communi-
cate or ask the right questions of their vendor. The only way to determine the full scope of the software’s offering is to learn as much as 
you can to gain a fuller understanding. You should be satisfied that you have reason to explore other options and not just assume the 
grass is always greener based on the latest marketing hype of a potentially new vendor. Systems and relationships, collectively and 
separately, are never perfect. Your current vendor may be at the root of the problem, but expecting perfection from your current supplier 
and believing a new vendor will solve all your problems is a grand mistake. Look closely at where the issues lie and objectively consider if 
your business practices are hindering the system’s performance. This exercise can save you a lot of time and money in the long run. 

Further, fostering good communications with your current provider and understanding the full complement of what your system offers 
is vital for understanding what you already have at your fingertips, and I’ll address more about this in section three of this guide. 

“Often your current software has the functionality
 you need, but unfortunately, many organizations don’t communicate, 

or ask the right questions of their vendor.”

Part Two – Why Cost, True Value and Company Culture Matter 
Cost versus value
Assessing the current and future value of new software for your business, value for the money paid and value for the end users should 
be paramount in the decision-making process. 

Evaluating the intrinsic “true” value of the software is a unique experience and will vary from organization to organization; so it’s 
important to ask lots of good questions (InfoMart, 2015, “5 Questions You Need to Ask When Choosing the Perfect ATS.”) to under-
stand how the software will mesh with your unique business demands. It’s vital to ask questions specific to your company’s needs, 
but some general questions you, also, need answers to are: 

• specifics concerning the cost (e.g., priced by number of users, flat fee, annual hires)
• the frequency of software updates to include:

o the timing of notifications to adequately prepare ahead
o how and when the updates occur
o downtime involved (timing matters)
o new features and how training and information will be communicated

• the extent of resources needed by your organization to maintain a fully functioning application
• how data storage is handled and protected 
• the scope of the software implementation and what resources are required
• length and terms of the contract

Additionally, you should know what instruction is included for the initial rollout, as well as 
for future updates, product refreshers, new features and training for newly onboarded 
users, as well as software changes that address future business objectives. It’s also 
important to understand any system configuration or customization you may require to 

meet your initial and ongoing business processes and their associated costs.

“Evaluating the intrinsic “true” value of the software is a unique experience and will 
vary from organization to organization; so it’s important to ask lots of good questions to 

understand how the software will mesh with your unique business demands.”

Understanding true value 
No software is of value if the end users cannot apply it in meaningful and productive ways. Technology should enhance the user 
experience, not be an encumbrance; so, the human engineering must be in line with how you need the software to perform. Don’t let 
the vendor define your needs; it’s okay to compare product feature sets to each other, but it’s most important to evaluate the product 
functionality against your requirements to ensure you’re getting the best value for the money. If you analyzed your business at the 
beginning of the process, you know best what your business needs are. 

“Technology should enhance the user experience, not be an encumbrance; so, the human 
engineering must be in line with how you need the software to perform.”

People often become overly fixated on the appearance of the software. Beneficial functionality and speed are not easy to design but 
are the backbone of what makes for good, reliable systems. What appears flashy and sparkly in a demo doesn’t always translate into 
a rich real-world experience for the end user. Flashy should not be the focus, but consider availability, reliability, functionality, and 
responsiveness as being what’s vital. It’s essential that the end users can use the software, often all day long, without fatigue. 

If possible, implement the software you’re considering into a pilot program. If you have more than one physical location, or business 
unit, install and use it at one of the sites. You will learn a lot about the software along with the technical support and customer service 
delivery. Generally speaking, the pilot software is the off-the-shelf product so keep that in mind as you’re testing the system and 
consider the bigger picture of how the software fills your business needs and how it helps define what you want to achieve with your 
current and future business goals.
 
If a pilot program is not possible, take the time to speak with references – both top performers, and the managers who do the soft-
ware purchasing for their business; this is well worth your time. Questions may vary, but ask the managers if they conducted a busi-
ness needs analysis at the onset of their process, and be sure to inquire about any hidden costs, as well as their satisfaction with the 
service delivery. Knowing how satisfied the end users are with the software and service is valuable information. Software review sites 
such as TrustRadius and Capterra are also excellent sources of getting crowdsourced opinions about a product, company, and its 
people. It’s important to ask for references and speak with customers who are achieving success with the product in question. These 
may be power users who will give you a fair representation of how they use the product, and with that may be able to answer ques-
tions relevant to your organization. 

“What appears flashy and sparkly in a demo doesn’t always translate into a 
rich real-world experience for the end user.”

Company culture and vendor alignment 
As important as it is to evaluate the software, it’s equally important to assess the vendor and recognize the red flags that appear 
during the sales process. When evaluating vendors, take note of how carefully they listen, understand and respond to information 
about your unique business demands. If the vendor always answers, “yes,” to your questions about functionality, you should be suspi-
cious… no off-the-shelf software will do all you want.

If the vendor is listening and advising on what’s in your company’s best interest, they are taking a customer-centric approach and not 
just working to meet their own sales goals. They should be using the information from your gap analysis, which either they or you 
conducted and customizing their report back to you in a way that is specific to your unique business. 

Additionally, ask the vendor to whom they report... is the company privately held or owned and financed by outside 
investors? Who does management serve, customers or shareholders/investors? What drives their innovation? Custom-
er-driven innovation is, generally, the best because it’s like crowdsourcing. Their responses will alert you to their compa-
ny structure and indicate where customers fall on the list of priorities and importance. Also, find out what the turnover is 
like on their client roster, as well as employee turnover within the software vendor’s organization, and see what employ-
ees are writing about them on sites like Glassdoor. 

“Customer-driven innovation is, generally, the best because it’s like crowdsourcing.”

It goes without saying, but understanding how the vendor defines ongoing customer service, and technical support is 
essential. This information will help you understand both the advantages, as well as the 
limitations of their solution – and their customer focus speaks volumes about 
their own company culture and how well they work with clients. 

You need to develop a business partnership with your ATS provider, 
and any vendor for that matter. A compatible relationship is one 
of trust, honest communication, and mutual respect. 

Understanding the overall performance and service 
factors of the potential software system and vendor 
along with how they align with your company needs and 
culture are the keys to successful product selection. 
Ultimately, the functionality of the vendor’s software 
should be in line with your expectations of success for 
the present and future of your business.  

Part Three – Successful Tactics for Implementing and Maintaining 
the Software 
Managing expectations
Appropriately managing expectations during the implementation is a critical, but often, overlooked process when installing the new 
software. Management needs to take hold of the system adoption process and work with end users in a supportive manner to 
ensure the system is being used to its fullest capacity. Anticipate certain reactions around performance, ease-of-use, and results, 
and for management, this means managing those reactions by setting the bar of expectations realistically as with any new system. 
It is typical to expect some concerns and issues, so management should preemptively communicate this to their end users. There 
will be a learning curve and with that users need to be supported by leadership and encouraged to use the software and not judge 
the product hastily. Additionally, the end users will need to “unlearn” what they knew about working in the previous software while 
learning a new (and improved software product), which will not be easy for some people. Management can help by reinforcing the 
reasons why the new system is needed and how this software will solve problems that the previous software could not. 

“Management needs to take hold of the system adoption process and work with end users 
in a supportive manner to ensure the system is being used to its fullest capacity.”

Effective and open communications
As with any big purchase, nurturing and maintenance of the product are essential for its upkeep, which means you need to estab-
lish a strong line of communication, both internally and externally. Contact with your ATS provider is key, but sometimes people 
lose sight of this. The best interactions occur when the client and supplier create a mutually beneficial relationship that exhibits 
respect and cordiality. Your goal should be to form a professional, enduring, true business partnership that goes beyond vendor 
and customer. Relationships with these characteristics are meaningful because they help establish an open and receptive congeni-
ality allowing people to be more comfortable and responsive to gaining knowledge inside and outside the scope of the product. 
Considering each other “advisors” who work in collaboration to achieve mutually beneficial results will add to the longevity and 
prosperous nature of your business relationship. 

A recommended best practice is for management to assign a Product Specialist, or subject-matter expert, inside the client’s busi-
ness who is actively engaged in staying current with the vendor’s tech enhancements and in promoting use of the software pro- 
duct. Having this point-person is a legitimate role and one where someone can better facilitate communications and set up your 
organization for greater success. The Product Specialist position may need defining by management because the role takes time 
and education to execute properly, so consider the workload and compensation for this person as you decide who will be assigned 
the position.
 
A Product Specialist can serve as a conduit between management, users, the vendor, and be the go-to person when questions 
arise, or additional clarity is needed. Having a Product Specialist is also an excellent resource for management and the end users, 
as they can answer routine, fundamental questions more expeditiously rather than going to the vendor’s tech support desk. An 
added benefit is that communications will siphon through one person which reduces the chances of miscommunications or infor-
mation falling through a crack. It, also, allows the vendor to learn the working style of the client and build a relationship with the 
client to work through questions more quickly. Periodic calls with the provider and an established email chain for the transference 
of information are essential for the maintenance of the software. 

“A Product Specialist can serve as a conduit between management, users, the vendor, 
and be the go-to person when questions arise, or additional clarity is needed.”

If you chose the solutions provider that understands your business needs and aligns with your unique culture, you should expect 
your communications to evolve beneficially over the years.  

Metrics to monitor the system and promote good-user habits 
The initial gap analysis you conducted served as a guide to bring you to the selected software which best suits your business 
needs. However, to ensure you continue to receive the ROI you expect from your system, a process or a schedule of continuous 
monitoring is essential in maintaining optimal performance. In part, this observance involves oversight of the end users and how 
they are putting the software to use. Speak with your vendor for tips and ideas on what other customers are doing to optimize their 
usage and increase user adoption. 

Management should set standards for usage and promote adherence to these standards using the 
system’s data reports. Identifying those individuals, defined as top performers, is a good start in build-
ing out the successful persona. Understanding how they maximize their time and efforts in the software 
can help those who may not be using it to its fullest potential. Help users to be successful by supporting 
them with ongoing training and using identified best practices for a successful result. You may need to get 
creative and find fun ways to incentivize the end users. Incentivizing through gamification is one way to add 
interest and a sense of fun to the learning and advancement of their skills and knowledge of the system, in addition to 
helping users follow company policies and dictates on using the software.

“Identifying those individuals, defined as top performers, is a good 
start in building out the successful persona.”

In regards to understanding user and software performances, results and ROI are critical in getting the most out of your system. 
Performance reporting of the software along with the performance of the end users will help form a picture to guide you on what is 
working well and where additional customizations may be needed. A good system will allow you access to a cadre of various 
metrics. It’s an excellent way to monitor usage among your employee population and create a standard of excellence with users in 
your organization. These performance indicators identify how the human engineering is working in alliance with the individuals 
who are interacting successfully with the product, as well as identify those who are not. The only way to know if the ROI is meeting 
with your expectations is to keep a watchful eye on the numbers and adjust the predictors of the results to satisfy your business’s 
end-needs.

Updates and priorities 
Try to reserve judgment during the first few months, as you will learn much about the system and your vendor. The software should 
evolve and adjust to your unique business needs, and as time passes, you will likely have requests for updates and additional 
customization. 

Keep a close record of your organization’s list of ongoing needs, what you require, and more importantly, where these needs fall on 
the list. Prioritizing a well-thought-out and reasonable list will allow you to have critical needs addressed first without inundating 
your provider with less-critical needs which they can attend to at a future point. This proactive step ensures you maximize your list 
of priorities and allows your vendor a chance to focus on your immediate critical requests and not everything you believe you might 
need now, as well as into the far future. Conscientious software providers are continuously working on improvements to the soft-
ware, and what you consider to be a cutting-edge customization you’d like implemented at a future point, may not be a best prac-
tice at that point, nor support your business needs as you thought it might. Of course, no software will fit the exact needs of every 
client out of the box, so expect to spend time and energy configuring and customizing the product over time to meet your ongoing 
requirements. 

A well-designed product will enable a significant amount of self-configuration by the client, but there will be times when the vendor 
will need to do this work. You can expect these requests to be an additional expense, but if enough clients are requesting the same 
enhancement, a responsive provider will add it to their development queue at no cost. (Tip: Be sure to address this with the vendor 
during the evaluation process.) In turn, the vendor should provide feedback on what updates are soon to be in production, what 
they are working on currently, and what updates are on the short-list based on the demand and immediacy of the requests. Once 
you understand the timeline of updating your organization’s requests, you may wish to alter the prioritization of items on your list 
based on the speed or cost at which the provider can perform the updates. This understanding goes directly back to keeping open 
lines of communication and helps avoid misunderstandings and frustration. 

“A well-designed product will enable a significant amount of self-configuration by the 
client, but there will be times when the vendor will need to do this work.”

Additionally, if your ATS provider has a customer advisory panel, ask to join. Participation in this group will allow you to be involved 
more readily with potential, future enhancements and add your voice to the development and evolution of the software.

Summary
The fact is, purchasing and implementing a new software system that is critical to the core of your talent acquisition or business, is 
a significant investment of money, as well as time. So, before you go shopping for new software, be sure you completed your due 
diligence investigating the functionality and core competencies of your current software and provider. Often, people don’t under-
stand all the functionality and service provisions they already have and jump the gun in deciding to make a change. Unfortunately, 
some organizations change systems because they simply didn’t communicate their needs to the current service provider. The 
correct reasons to switch providers should hinge on your experience and dissatisfaction with the customer service delivery and 
technical support, signs of no future improvements, along with software that cannot meet the needs of your business demands 
due to its limited capabilities. Don’t let poor communication or misunderstandings be the primary reasons.  

Be active and engage in training, seminars, product demonstrations, request for updates, and communicate often. Speaking with 
your provider to discuss your business and systems needs should be a pleasant experience and not a dreaded one. Nurture and 
develop the relationship you have and treat the vendor like a partner and expect them to do the same with you. A well-developed 
relationship will garner you more in the long run.

Also, researching your vendors and ascertaining their level of comprehension when it comes to your unique business demands are 
a must. How they define their partnership with clients is another area for close consideration. It’s crucial to understand how they 
define customer service, and in turn, shape their own organization’s workplace culture. This peek into their company may give you 
a preview of how they work with their clients. 

Having an established line of communication with your vendor and a Product Specialist, within your organization, who can serve as 
a conduit ensuring that information on updates, enhancements, training, etc., are presented to the stakeholders involved with the 
software is highly recommended. Additionally, as your business needs evolve, so should the software. Be sure to keep a thorough 
list of what enhancements you need and where they fall in order of importance. Supply this list to the software provider and expect 
a response from them on estimated timing. 
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Managing expectations and end-user results are essential for ensuring the software is being used to its maximum potential and 
that you’re receiving the ROI that you expect. Monitoring utilization among the user group and identifying the top performers can 
help shape the profile of successful user traits to drive your business and garner you better results. 

All major software purchases, including applicant tracking systems, are an investment. To sustain your business goals, a certain 
amount of time and attention will need to go into maintaining the software, so it continues to perform in support of your objectives.   

About Us
Advanced Personnel Systems, Inc., makers of SmartSearch® talent acquisition and staffing management software, creates quality talent 
management and applicant tracking systems to streamline sourcing, recruiting and hiring in one easy-to-use solution. We help our clients 
recruit at the speed of life and stay ahead of the curve in the ever-changing recruitment landscape. 

Contact us at info@aps2k.com and at 760.941.2800 for more information and to speak with one of our product specialists. Learn more about 
us at www.smartsearchonline.com

http://www.infomart-usa.com/blog/5-questions-you-need-to-ask-when-choosing-the-perfect-ats/
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Preface
If you’re like most people, you find the process of shopping for an applicant tracking 
system or any other major system a painful and dreaded experience. In my 30+ years of 
working with clients and prospects, I have learned quite a bit from them about the vetting, 
selection and onboarding process involved with acquiring new applicant tracking software. 
Their inspiration and feedback constitutes the foundation of this business guide which is 
designed to educate the buyer on what steps are required before, during and after the 
purchase. Additionally, the guide outlines best practices on what pitfalls to avoid, the 
misnomers that can lead you astray from your goal, what factors really matter, and why 
understanding your own business needs, thoroughly, will help direct you down the right 
path to a satisfied buying and end-user experience.

This guide is designed to bring structure, organization and a better understanding to the 
prospective buyer, as well as the current owner of an ATS. The sections are divided into 
three areas to help delineate the actions that should be observed and implemented and in 
what order they should occur.

In principle, the advice in this guide applies to any business software purchase and is not 
exclusive to acquiring an applicant tracking system, so please consider the principles 
discussed for your other software considerations and acquisitions. 

Part One - Understanding Why and if You Need an ATS
Starting your process with good preparation in mind is essential. It’s an extremely long, arduous and expensive process to 
implement a new system. If you don’t start the discovery and evaluation process off on the right foot, you can fall into the trap 
of a long-term software contract with underperforming functionality or service that you cannot discontinue without an early 
termination fee, along with the headache of having to repeat the entire painful buying process. 

To begin, I have seen many organizations erroneously purchase a new software system when, often, their current system could 
sufficiently provide them with what was needed. When looking for an applicant tracking system (ATS) your first job is to criti-
cally evaluate your motivations as to why you need one, and if you currently have one, why you need to change vendors. Analyz-
ing where and why the current ATS is not performing and why a new ATS is required should be for bona fide business reasons 
not driven by subjectivity. Looking objectively and pragmatically at your business needs and motivation to switch providers, or 
when making an initial purchase, are the most prominent factors to consider when shopping for a new software system. 

“When looking for an applicant tracking system (ATS) your first job is to 
critically evaluate your motivations as to why you need one, and if 

you currently have one, why you need to change vendors.”

Mind the gap
A gap analysis is a step often skipped, but one that should be top-of-mind for anyone in the market to purchase new business 
software. Start by conducting a gap analysis of your recruitment business and look objectively at what you lack with your 
current systems and processes. Understanding exactly what you need to get out of your system is a benefit you cannot ignore. 
Don’t take a generalized view of what you need, but rather granulate and define your discovery process to understand precisely 
what you need and always do this with your business objectives in mind
  

Consider your company’s present requirements, as well as anticipated future needs. For example, if your business is growing, your 
software needs to be scalable to suit your expected plans, if not, you may face needing to re-evaluate more systems down the road. 
Further, prioritizing your needs is critically important to evaluate competing systems, since no off-the-shelf software will likely satisfy all 
your requirements.  

Before you begin the product evaluation process, look objectively at your talent acquisition processes, your current software’s perfor-
mance for reliability and support along with your future goals. Without this in-depth knowledge, it will be difficult for you to adequately 
compare software products to determine which is best suited for your business goals and talent acquisition practices. I recommend 
having end-user input when defining where your current software is falling short. These individuals can provide the insight you need to 
know as part of the due diligence in your analysis. 

Also, part of the due diligence in understanding what you need for your business will help you avoid over-purchasing or under-purchas-
ing what is most needed to sustain your talent acquisition workflow and pressing business needs. 

“Start by conducting a gap analysis of your recruitment business and look objectively 
at what you lack with your current systems and processes.”

Where it goes wrong 
Many situations can alter reality leading people to rely on perception rather than fact. Over the past 30+ years, I have heard many 
subjective reasons as to why a company wants to leave their current applicant tracking software provider or to make an initial ATS 
purchase… this situation rarely ends well. Reasons that aren’t supported by a solid business case mean the decision makers bypassed a 
needs analysis, and what ultimately results is one or more of the following mistakes:
 

• creating a broad list of overly general questions, using a templated RFP, not applicable to the buyer’s organization and sent to a 
long list of (mostly) unqualified vendors 

• preemptively choosing a vendor used in the past at a previous employer
• selecting a vendor exclusively on cost versus understanding the correct value to the buyer’s organization
• opting for vendors that don’t share tips and ideas on best practices
• choosing a system based on marketing hype that doesn’t address your needs

I’ve also experienced interactions with organizations that had assigned the task of evaluating potential ATS providers to departments 
outside of the area where the end users sit, or when they gave the work to a third-party consultant. This decision can spell disaster for the 
end users and job candidates because the outcome usually doesn’t serve the end users and support the business needs of the company. 
We recommend designating one or more top performers or internal subject-matter experts who can help with the product evaluation 
process, and later serve as key points of contact to support user adoption and maximize the ongoing cost-effectiveness of the system.
 
Note: When using a third-party consultant be aware of one crucial detail. Misunderstandings and problems that can arise here are when 
the external consultancy skips the gap analysis. When it comes to using a third-party consultant, ask them to conduct the gap analysis 
of your business, and if you choose this option, you need to understand what discovery process they will use, what resources they will 
need access to inside your organization, and how long it will take them to start and finish the discovery. Further, you need to know 
upfront what is the depth of their investigation, what information they’ll be providing and how they’ll arrive at their subsequent recom-
mendations. 

The alternate option is that you conduct your own gap analysis before hiring the third-party and release the findings to them so they can 
gain a fuller understanding of your business practices and business objectives. The more information they have, the better and more 
impactful their recommendations will be.

“Reasons that aren’t supported by a solid business case mean 
the decision makers bypassed a needs analysis…”

In accordance with good communications, the first place you should take your completed gap analysis is to your existing vendor and 
discuss the results. Often your current software has the functionality you need, but unfortunately, many organizations don’t communi-
cate or ask the right questions of their vendor. The only way to determine the full scope of the software’s offering is to learn as much as 
you can to gain a fuller understanding. You should be satisfied that you have reason to explore other options and not just assume the 
grass is always greener based on the latest marketing hype of a potentially new vendor. Systems and relationships, collectively and 
separately, are never perfect. Your current vendor may be at the root of the problem, but expecting perfection from your current supplier 
and believing a new vendor will solve all your problems is a grand mistake. Look closely at where the issues lie and objectively consider if 
your business practices are hindering the system’s performance. This exercise can save you a lot of time and money in the long run. 

Further, fostering good communications with your current provider and understanding the full complement of what your system offers 
is vital for understanding what you already have at your fingertips, and I’ll address more about this in section three of this guide. 

“Often your current software has the functionality
 you need, but unfortunately, many organizations don’t communicate, 

or ask the right questions of their vendor.”

Part Two – Why Cost, True Value and Company Culture Matter 
Cost versus value
Assessing the current and future value of new software for your business, value for the money paid and value for the end users should 
be paramount in the decision-making process. 

Evaluating the intrinsic “true” value of the software is a unique experience and will vary from organization to organization; so it’s 
important to ask lots of good questions (InfoMart, 2015, “5 Questions You Need to Ask When Choosing the Perfect ATS.”) to under-
stand how the software will mesh with your unique business demands. It’s vital to ask questions specific to your company’s needs, 
but some general questions you, also, need answers to are: 

• specifics concerning the cost (e.g., priced by number of users, flat fee, annual hires)
• the frequency of software updates to include:

o the timing of notifications to adequately prepare ahead
o how and when the updates occur
o downtime involved (timing matters)
o new features and how training and information will be communicated

• the extent of resources needed by your organization to maintain a fully functioning application
• how data storage is handled and protected 
• the scope of the software implementation and what resources are required
• length and terms of the contract

Additionally, you should know what instruction is included for the initial rollout, as well as 
for future updates, product refreshers, new features and training for newly onboarded 
users, as well as software changes that address future business objectives. It’s also 
important to understand any system configuration or customization you may require to 

meet your initial and ongoing business processes and their associated costs.

“Evaluating the intrinsic “true” value of the software is a unique experience and will 
vary from organization to organization; so it’s important to ask lots of good questions to 

understand how the software will mesh with your unique business demands.”

Understanding true value 
No software is of value if the end users cannot apply it in meaningful and productive ways. Technology should enhance the user 
experience, not be an encumbrance; so, the human engineering must be in line with how you need the software to perform. Don’t let 
the vendor define your needs; it’s okay to compare product feature sets to each other, but it’s most important to evaluate the product 
functionality against your requirements to ensure you’re getting the best value for the money. If you analyzed your business at the 
beginning of the process, you know best what your business needs are. 

“Technology should enhance the user experience, not be an encumbrance; so, the human 
engineering must be in line with how you need the software to perform.”

People often become overly fixated on the appearance of the software. Beneficial functionality and speed are not easy to design but 
are the backbone of what makes for good, reliable systems. What appears flashy and sparkly in a demo doesn’t always translate into 
a rich real-world experience for the end user. Flashy should not be the focus, but consider availability, reliability, functionality, and 
responsiveness as being what’s vital. It’s essential that the end users can use the software, often all day long, without fatigue. 

If possible, implement the software you’re considering into a pilot program. If you have more than one physical location, or business 
unit, install and use it at one of the sites. You will learn a lot about the software along with the technical support and customer service 
delivery. Generally speaking, the pilot software is the off-the-shelf product so keep that in mind as you’re testing the system and 
consider the bigger picture of how the software fills your business needs and how it helps define what you want to achieve with your 
current and future business goals.
 
If a pilot program is not possible, take the time to speak with references – both top performers, and the managers who do the soft-
ware purchasing for their business; this is well worth your time. Questions may vary, but ask the managers if they conducted a busi-
ness needs analysis at the onset of their process, and be sure to inquire about any hidden costs, as well as their satisfaction with the 
service delivery. Knowing how satisfied the end users are with the software and service is valuable information. Software review sites 
such as TrustRadius and Capterra are also excellent sources of getting crowdsourced opinions about a product, company, and its 
people. It’s important to ask for references and speak with customers who are achieving success with the product in question. These 
may be power users who will give you a fair representation of how they use the product, and with that may be able to answer ques-
tions relevant to your organization. 

“What appears flashy and sparkly in a demo doesn’t always translate into a 
rich real-world experience for the end user.”

Company culture and vendor alignment 
As important as it is to evaluate the software, it’s equally important to assess the vendor and recognize the red flags that appear 
during the sales process. When evaluating vendors, take note of how carefully they listen, understand and respond to information 
about your unique business demands. If the vendor always answers, “yes,” to your questions about functionality, you should be suspi-
cious… no off-the-shelf software will do all you want.

If the vendor is listening and advising on what’s in your company’s best interest, they are taking a customer-centric approach and not 
just working to meet their own sales goals. They should be using the information from your gap analysis, which either they or you 
conducted and customizing their report back to you in a way that is specific to your unique business. 

Additionally, ask the vendor to whom they report... is the company privately held or owned and financed by outside 
investors? Who does management serve, customers or shareholders/investors? What drives their innovation? Custom-
er-driven innovation is, generally, the best because it’s like crowdsourcing. Their responses will alert you to their compa-
ny structure and indicate where customers fall on the list of priorities and importance. Also, find out what the turnover is 
like on their client roster, as well as employee turnover within the software vendor’s organization, and see what employ-
ees are writing about them on sites like Glassdoor. 

“Customer-driven innovation is, generally, the best because it’s like crowdsourcing.”

It goes without saying, but understanding how the vendor defines ongoing customer service, and technical support is 
essential. This information will help you understand both the advantages, as well as the 
limitations of their solution – and their customer focus speaks volumes about 
their own company culture and how well they work with clients. 

You need to develop a business partnership with your ATS provider, 
and any vendor for that matter. A compatible relationship is one 
of trust, honest communication, and mutual respect. 

Understanding the overall performance and service 
factors of the potential software system and vendor 
along with how they align with your company needs and 
culture are the keys to successful product selection. 
Ultimately, the functionality of the vendor’s software 
should be in line with your expectations of success for 
the present and future of your business.  

Part Three – Successful Tactics for Implementing and Maintaining 
the Software 
Managing expectations
Appropriately managing expectations during the implementation is a critical, but often, overlooked process when installing the new 
software. Management needs to take hold of the system adoption process and work with end users in a supportive manner to 
ensure the system is being used to its fullest capacity. Anticipate certain reactions around performance, ease-of-use, and results, 
and for management, this means managing those reactions by setting the bar of expectations realistically as with any new system. 
It is typical to expect some concerns and issues, so management should preemptively communicate this to their end users. There 
will be a learning curve and with that users need to be supported by leadership and encouraged to use the software and not judge 
the product hastily. Additionally, the end users will need to “unlearn” what they knew about working in the previous software while 
learning a new (and improved software product), which will not be easy for some people. Management can help by reinforcing the 
reasons why the new system is needed and how this software will solve problems that the previous software could not. 

“Management needs to take hold of the system adoption process and work with end users 
in a supportive manner to ensure the system is being used to its fullest capacity.”

Effective and open communications
As with any big purchase, nurturing and maintenance of the product are essential for its upkeep, which means you need to estab-
lish a strong line of communication, both internally and externally. Contact with your ATS provider is key, but sometimes people 
lose sight of this. The best interactions occur when the client and supplier create a mutually beneficial relationship that exhibits 
respect and cordiality. Your goal should be to form a professional, enduring, true business partnership that goes beyond vendor 
and customer. Relationships with these characteristics are meaningful because they help establish an open and receptive congeni-
ality allowing people to be more comfortable and responsive to gaining knowledge inside and outside the scope of the product. 
Considering each other “advisors” who work in collaboration to achieve mutually beneficial results will add to the longevity and 
prosperous nature of your business relationship. 

A recommended best practice is for management to assign a Product Specialist, or subject-matter expert, inside the client’s busi-
ness who is actively engaged in staying current with the vendor’s tech enhancements and in promoting use of the software pro- 
duct. Having this point-person is a legitimate role and one where someone can better facilitate communications and set up your 
organization for greater success. The Product Specialist position may need defining by management because the role takes time 
and education to execute properly, so consider the workload and compensation for this person as you decide who will be assigned 
the position.
 
A Product Specialist can serve as a conduit between management, users, the vendor, and be the go-to person when questions 
arise, or additional clarity is needed. Having a Product Specialist is also an excellent resource for management and the end users, 
as they can answer routine, fundamental questions more expeditiously rather than going to the vendor’s tech support desk. An 
added benefit is that communications will siphon through one person which reduces the chances of miscommunications or infor-
mation falling through a crack. It, also, allows the vendor to learn the working style of the client and build a relationship with the 
client to work through questions more quickly. Periodic calls with the provider and an established email chain for the transference 
of information are essential for the maintenance of the software. 

“A Product Specialist can serve as a conduit between management, users, the vendor, 
and be the go-to person when questions arise, or additional clarity is needed.”

If you chose the solutions provider that understands your business needs and aligns with your unique culture, you should expect 
your communications to evolve beneficially over the years.  

Metrics to monitor the system and promote good-user habits 
The initial gap analysis you conducted served as a guide to bring you to the selected software which best suits your business 
needs. However, to ensure you continue to receive the ROI you expect from your system, a process or a schedule of continuous 
monitoring is essential in maintaining optimal performance. In part, this observance involves oversight of the end users and how 
they are putting the software to use. Speak with your vendor for tips and ideas on what other customers are doing to optimize their 
usage and increase user adoption. 

Management should set standards for usage and promote adherence to these standards using the 
system’s data reports. Identifying those individuals, defined as top performers, is a good start in build-
ing out the successful persona. Understanding how they maximize their time and efforts in the software 
can help those who may not be using it to its fullest potential. Help users to be successful by supporting 
them with ongoing training and using identified best practices for a successful result. You may need to get 
creative and find fun ways to incentivize the end users. Incentivizing through gamification is one way to add 
interest and a sense of fun to the learning and advancement of their skills and knowledge of the system, in addition to 
helping users follow company policies and dictates on using the software.

“Identifying those individuals, defined as top performers, is a good 
start in building out the successful persona.”

In regards to understanding user and software performances, results and ROI are critical in getting the most out of your system. 
Performance reporting of the software along with the performance of the end users will help form a picture to guide you on what is 
working well and where additional customizations may be needed. A good system will allow you access to a cadre of various 
metrics. It’s an excellent way to monitor usage among your employee population and create a standard of excellence with users in 
your organization. These performance indicators identify how the human engineering is working in alliance with the individuals 
who are interacting successfully with the product, as well as identify those who are not. The only way to know if the ROI is meeting 
with your expectations is to keep a watchful eye on the numbers and adjust the predictors of the results to satisfy your business’s 
end-needs.

Updates and priorities 
Try to reserve judgment during the first few months, as you will learn much about the system and your vendor. The software should 
evolve and adjust to your unique business needs, and as time passes, you will likely have requests for updates and additional 
customization. 

Keep a close record of your organization’s list of ongoing needs, what you require, and more importantly, where these needs fall on 
the list. Prioritizing a well-thought-out and reasonable list will allow you to have critical needs addressed first without inundating 
your provider with less-critical needs which they can attend to at a future point. This proactive step ensures you maximize your list 
of priorities and allows your vendor a chance to focus on your immediate critical requests and not everything you believe you might 
need now, as well as into the far future. Conscientious software providers are continuously working on improvements to the soft-
ware, and what you consider to be a cutting-edge customization you’d like implemented at a future point, may not be a best prac-
tice at that point, nor support your business needs as you thought it might. Of course, no software will fit the exact needs of every 
client out of the box, so expect to spend time and energy configuring and customizing the product over time to meet your ongoing 
requirements. 

A well-designed product will enable a significant amount of self-configuration by the client, but there will be times when the vendor 
will need to do this work. You can expect these requests to be an additional expense, but if enough clients are requesting the same 
enhancement, a responsive provider will add it to their development queue at no cost. (Tip: Be sure to address this with the vendor 
during the evaluation process.) In turn, the vendor should provide feedback on what updates are soon to be in production, what 
they are working on currently, and what updates are on the short-list based on the demand and immediacy of the requests. Once 
you understand the timeline of updating your organization’s requests, you may wish to alter the prioritization of items on your list 
based on the speed or cost at which the provider can perform the updates. This understanding goes directly back to keeping open 
lines of communication and helps avoid misunderstandings and frustration. 

“A well-designed product will enable a significant amount of self-configuration by the 
client, but there will be times when the vendor will need to do this work.”

Additionally, if your ATS provider has a customer advisory panel, ask to join. Participation in this group will allow you to be involved 
more readily with potential, future enhancements and add your voice to the development and evolution of the software.

Summary
The fact is, purchasing and implementing a new software system that is critical to the core of your talent acquisition or business, is 
a significant investment of money, as well as time. So, before you go shopping for new software, be sure you completed your due 
diligence investigating the functionality and core competencies of your current software and provider. Often, people don’t under-
stand all the functionality and service provisions they already have and jump the gun in deciding to make a change. Unfortunately, 
some organizations change systems because they simply didn’t communicate their needs to the current service provider. The 
correct reasons to switch providers should hinge on your experience and dissatisfaction with the customer service delivery and 
technical support, signs of no future improvements, along with software that cannot meet the needs of your business demands 
due to its limited capabilities. Don’t let poor communication or misunderstandings be the primary reasons.  

Be active and engage in training, seminars, product demonstrations, request for updates, and communicate often. Speaking with 
your provider to discuss your business and systems needs should be a pleasant experience and not a dreaded one. Nurture and 
develop the relationship you have and treat the vendor like a partner and expect them to do the same with you. A well-developed 
relationship will garner you more in the long run.

Also, researching your vendors and ascertaining their level of comprehension when it comes to your unique business demands are 
a must. How they define their partnership with clients is another area for close consideration. It’s crucial to understand how they 
define customer service, and in turn, shape their own organization’s workplace culture. This peek into their company may give you 
a preview of how they work with their clients. 

Having an established line of communication with your vendor and a Product Specialist, within your organization, who can serve as 
a conduit ensuring that information on updates, enhancements, training, etc., are presented to the stakeholders involved with the 
software is highly recommended. Additionally, as your business needs evolve, so should the software. Be sure to keep a thorough 
list of what enhancements you need and where they fall in order of importance. Supply this list to the software provider and expect 
a response from them on estimated timing. 
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Managing expectations and end-user results are essential for ensuring the software is being used to its maximum potential and 
that you’re receiving the ROI that you expect. Monitoring utilization among the user group and identifying the top performers can 
help shape the profile of successful user traits to drive your business and garner you better results. 

All major software purchases, including applicant tracking systems, are an investment. To sustain your business goals, a certain 
amount of time and attention will need to go into maintaining the software, so it continues to perform in support of your objectives.   

About Us
Advanced Personnel Systems, Inc., makers of SmartSearch® talent acquisition and staffing management software, creates quality talent 
management and applicant tracking systems to streamline sourcing, recruiting and hiring in one easy-to-use solution. We help our clients 
recruit at the speed of life and stay ahead of the curve in the ever-changing recruitment landscape. 

Contact us at info@aps2k.com and at 760.941.2800 for more information and to speak with one of our product specialists. Learn more about 
us at www.smartsearchonline.com
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Preface
If you’re like most people, you find the process of shopping for an applicant tracking 
system or any other major system a painful and dreaded experience. In my 30+ years of 
working with clients and prospects, I have learned quite a bit from them about the vetting, 
selection and onboarding process involved with acquiring new applicant tracking software. 
Their inspiration and feedback constitutes the foundation of this business guide which is 
designed to educate the buyer on what steps are required before, during and after the 
purchase. Additionally, the guide outlines best practices on what pitfalls to avoid, the 
misnomers that can lead you astray from your goal, what factors really matter, and why 
understanding your own business needs, thoroughly, will help direct you down the right 
path to a satisfied buying and end-user experience.

This guide is designed to bring structure, organization and a better understanding to the 
prospective buyer, as well as the current owner of an ATS. The sections are divided into 
three areas to help delineate the actions that should be observed and implemented and in 
what order they should occur.

In principle, the advice in this guide applies to any business software purchase and is not 
exclusive to acquiring an applicant tracking system, so please consider the principles 
discussed for your other software considerations and acquisitions. 

Part One - Understanding Why and if You Need an ATS
Starting your process with good preparation in mind is essential. It’s an extremely long, arduous and expensive process to 
implement a new system. If you don’t start the discovery and evaluation process off on the right foot, you can fall into the trap 
of a long-term software contract with underperforming functionality or service that you cannot discontinue without an early 
termination fee, along with the headache of having to repeat the entire painful buying process. 

To begin, I have seen many organizations erroneously purchase a new software system when, often, their current system could 
sufficiently provide them with what was needed. When looking for an applicant tracking system (ATS) your first job is to criti-
cally evaluate your motivations as to why you need one, and if you currently have one, why you need to change vendors. Analyz-
ing where and why the current ATS is not performing and why a new ATS is required should be for bona fide business reasons 
not driven by subjectivity. Looking objectively and pragmatically at your business needs and motivation to switch providers, or 
when making an initial purchase, are the most prominent factors to consider when shopping for a new software system. 

“When looking for an applicant tracking system (ATS) your first job is to 
critically evaluate your motivations as to why you need one, and if 

you currently have one, why you need to change vendors.”

Mind the gap
A gap analysis is a step often skipped, but one that should be top-of-mind for anyone in the market to purchase new business 
software. Start by conducting a gap analysis of your recruitment business and look objectively at what you lack with your 
current systems and processes. Understanding exactly what you need to get out of your system is a benefit you cannot ignore. 
Don’t take a generalized view of what you need, but rather granulate and define your discovery process to understand precisely 
what you need and always do this with your business objectives in mind
  

Consider your company’s present requirements, as well as anticipated future needs. For example, if your business is growing, your 
software needs to be scalable to suit your expected plans, if not, you may face needing to re-evaluate more systems down the road. 
Further, prioritizing your needs is critically important to evaluate competing systems, since no off-the-shelf software will likely satisfy all 
your requirements.  

Before you begin the product evaluation process, look objectively at your talent acquisition processes, your current software’s perfor-
mance for reliability and support along with your future goals. Without this in-depth knowledge, it will be difficult for you to adequately 
compare software products to determine which is best suited for your business goals and talent acquisition practices. I recommend 
having end-user input when defining where your current software is falling short. These individuals can provide the insight you need to 
know as part of the due diligence in your analysis. 

Also, part of the due diligence in understanding what you need for your business will help you avoid over-purchasing or under-purchas-
ing what is most needed to sustain your talent acquisition workflow and pressing business needs. 

“Start by conducting a gap analysis of your recruitment business and look objectively 
at what you lack with your current systems and processes.”

Where it goes wrong 
Many situations can alter reality leading people to rely on perception rather than fact. Over the past 30+ years, I have heard many 
subjective reasons as to why a company wants to leave their current applicant tracking software provider or to make an initial ATS 
purchase… this situation rarely ends well. Reasons that aren’t supported by a solid business case mean the decision makers bypassed a 
needs analysis, and what ultimately results is one or more of the following mistakes:
 

• creating a broad list of overly general questions, using a templated RFP, not applicable to the buyer’s organization and sent to a 
long list of (mostly) unqualified vendors 

• preemptively choosing a vendor used in the past at a previous employer
• selecting a vendor exclusively on cost versus understanding the correct value to the buyer’s organization
• opting for vendors that don’t share tips and ideas on best practices
• choosing a system based on marketing hype that doesn’t address your needs

I’ve also experienced interactions with organizations that had assigned the task of evaluating potential ATS providers to departments 
outside of the area where the end users sit, or when they gave the work to a third-party consultant. This decision can spell disaster for the 
end users and job candidates because the outcome usually doesn’t serve the end users and support the business needs of the company. 
We recommend designating one or more top performers or internal subject-matter experts who can help with the product evaluation 
process, and later serve as key points of contact to support user adoption and maximize the ongoing cost-effectiveness of the system.
 
Note: When using a third-party consultant be aware of one crucial detail. Misunderstandings and problems that can arise here are when 
the external consultancy skips the gap analysis. When it comes to using a third-party consultant, ask them to conduct the gap analysis 
of your business, and if you choose this option, you need to understand what discovery process they will use, what resources they will 
need access to inside your organization, and how long it will take them to start and finish the discovery. Further, you need to know 
upfront what is the depth of their investigation, what information they’ll be providing and how they’ll arrive at their subsequent recom-
mendations. 

The alternate option is that you conduct your own gap analysis before hiring the third-party and release the findings to them so they can 
gain a fuller understanding of your business practices and business objectives. The more information they have, the better and more 
impactful their recommendations will be.

“Reasons that aren’t supported by a solid business case mean 
the decision makers bypassed a needs analysis…”

In accordance with good communications, the first place you should take your completed gap analysis is to your existing vendor and 
discuss the results. Often your current software has the functionality you need, but unfortunately, many organizations don’t communi-
cate or ask the right questions of their vendor. The only way to determine the full scope of the software’s offering is to learn as much as 
you can to gain a fuller understanding. You should be satisfied that you have reason to explore other options and not just assume the 
grass is always greener based on the latest marketing hype of a potentially new vendor. Systems and relationships, collectively and 
separately, are never perfect. Your current vendor may be at the root of the problem, but expecting perfection from your current supplier 
and believing a new vendor will solve all your problems is a grand mistake. Look closely at where the issues lie and objectively consider if 
your business practices are hindering the system’s performance. This exercise can save you a lot of time and money in the long run. 

Further, fostering good communications with your current provider and understanding the full complement of what your system offers 
is vital for understanding what you already have at your fingertips, and I’ll address more about this in section three of this guide. 

“Often your current software has the functionality
 you need, but unfortunately, many organizations don’t communicate, 

or ask the right questions of their vendor.”

Part Two – Why Cost, True Value and Company Culture Matter 
Cost versus value
Assessing the current and future value of new software for your business, value for the money paid and value for the end users should 
be paramount in the decision-making process. 

Evaluating the intrinsic “true” value of the software is a unique experience and will vary from organization to organization; so it’s 
important to ask lots of good questions (InfoMart, 2015, “5 Questions You Need to Ask When Choosing the Perfect ATS.”) to under-
stand how the software will mesh with your unique business demands. It’s vital to ask questions specific to your company’s needs, 
but some general questions you, also, need answers to are: 

• specifics concerning the cost (e.g., priced by number of users, flat fee, annual hires)
• the frequency of software updates to include:

o the timing of notifications to adequately prepare ahead
o how and when the updates occur
o downtime involved (timing matters)
o new features and how training and information will be communicated

• the extent of resources needed by your organization to maintain a fully functioning application
• how data storage is handled and protected 
• the scope of the software implementation and what resources are required
• length and terms of the contract

Additionally, you should know what instruction is included for the initial rollout, as well as 
for future updates, product refreshers, new features and training for newly onboarded 
users, as well as software changes that address future business objectives. It’s also 
important to understand any system configuration or customization you may require to 

meet your initial and ongoing business processes and their associated costs.

“Evaluating the intrinsic “true” value of the software is a unique experience and will 
vary from organization to organization; so it’s important to ask lots of good questions to 

understand how the software will mesh with your unique business demands.”

Understanding true value 
No software is of value if the end users cannot apply it in meaningful and productive ways. Technology should enhance the user 
experience, not be an encumbrance; so, the human engineering must be in line with how you need the software to perform. Don’t let 
the vendor define your needs; it’s okay to compare product feature sets to each other, but it’s most important to evaluate the product 
functionality against your requirements to ensure you’re getting the best value for the money. If you analyzed your business at the 
beginning of the process, you know best what your business needs are. 

“Technology should enhance the user experience, not be an encumbrance; so, the human 
engineering must be in line with how you need the software to perform.”

People often become overly fixated on the appearance of the software. Beneficial functionality and speed are not easy to design but 
are the backbone of what makes for good, reliable systems. What appears flashy and sparkly in a demo doesn’t always translate into 
a rich real-world experience for the end user. Flashy should not be the focus, but consider availability, reliability, functionality, and 
responsiveness as being what’s vital. It’s essential that the end users can use the software, often all day long, without fatigue. 

If possible, implement the software you’re considering into a pilot program. If you have more than one physical location, or business 
unit, install and use it at one of the sites. You will learn a lot about the software along with the technical support and customer service 
delivery. Generally speaking, the pilot software is the off-the-shelf product so keep that in mind as you’re testing the system and 
consider the bigger picture of how the software fills your business needs and how it helps define what you want to achieve with your 
current and future business goals.
 
If a pilot program is not possible, take the time to speak with references – both top performers, and the managers who do the soft-
ware purchasing for their business; this is well worth your time. Questions may vary, but ask the managers if they conducted a busi-
ness needs analysis at the onset of their process, and be sure to inquire about any hidden costs, as well as their satisfaction with the 
service delivery. Knowing how satisfied the end users are with the software and service is valuable information. Software review sites 
such as TrustRadius and Capterra are also excellent sources of getting crowdsourced opinions about a product, company, and its 
people. It’s important to ask for references and speak with customers who are achieving success with the product in question. These 
may be power users who will give you a fair representation of how they use the product, and with that may be able to answer ques-
tions relevant to your organization. 

“What appears flashy and sparkly in a demo doesn’t always translate into a 
rich real-world experience for the end user.”

Company culture and vendor alignment 
As important as it is to evaluate the software, it’s equally important to assess the vendor and recognize the red flags that appear 
during the sales process. When evaluating vendors, take note of how carefully they listen, understand and respond to information 
about your unique business demands. If the vendor always answers, “yes,” to your questions about functionality, you should be suspi-
cious… no off-the-shelf software will do all you want.

If the vendor is listening and advising on what’s in your company’s best interest, they are taking a customer-centric approach and not 
just working to meet their own sales goals. They should be using the information from your gap analysis, which either they or you 
conducted and customizing their report back to you in a way that is specific to your unique business. 

Additionally, ask the vendor to whom they report... is the company privately held or owned and financed by outside 
investors? Who does management serve, customers or shareholders/investors? What drives their innovation? Custom-
er-driven innovation is, generally, the best because it’s like crowdsourcing. Their responses will alert you to their compa-
ny structure and indicate where customers fall on the list of priorities and importance. Also, find out what the turnover is 
like on their client roster, as well as employee turnover within the software vendor’s organization, and see what employ-
ees are writing about them on sites like Glassdoor. 

“Customer-driven innovation is, generally, the best because it’s like crowdsourcing.”

It goes without saying, but understanding how the vendor defines ongoing customer service, and technical support is 
essential. This information will help you understand both the advantages, as well as the 
limitations of their solution – and their customer focus speaks volumes about 
their own company culture and how well they work with clients. 

You need to develop a business partnership with your ATS provider, 
and any vendor for that matter. A compatible relationship is one 
of trust, honest communication, and mutual respect. 

Understanding the overall performance and service 
factors of the potential software system and vendor 
along with how they align with your company needs and 
culture are the keys to successful product selection. 
Ultimately, the functionality of the vendor’s software 
should be in line with your expectations of success for 
the present and future of your business.  

Part Three – Successful Tactics for Implementing and Maintaining 
the Software 
Managing expectations
Appropriately managing expectations during the implementation is a critical, but often, overlooked process when installing the new 
software. Management needs to take hold of the system adoption process and work with end users in a supportive manner to 
ensure the system is being used to its fullest capacity. Anticipate certain reactions around performance, ease-of-use, and results, 
and for management, this means managing those reactions by setting the bar of expectations realistically as with any new system. 
It is typical to expect some concerns and issues, so management should preemptively communicate this to their end users. There 
will be a learning curve and with that users need to be supported by leadership and encouraged to use the software and not judge 
the product hastily. Additionally, the end users will need to “unlearn” what they knew about working in the previous software while 
learning a new (and improved software product), which will not be easy for some people. Management can help by reinforcing the 
reasons why the new system is needed and how this software will solve problems that the previous software could not. 

“Management needs to take hold of the system adoption process and work with end users 
in a supportive manner to ensure the system is being used to its fullest capacity.”

Effective and open communications
As with any big purchase, nurturing and maintenance of the product are essential for its upkeep, which means you need to estab-
lish a strong line of communication, both internally and externally. Contact with your ATS provider is key, but sometimes people 
lose sight of this. The best interactions occur when the client and supplier create a mutually beneficial relationship that exhibits 
respect and cordiality. Your goal should be to form a professional, enduring, true business partnership that goes beyond vendor 
and customer. Relationships with these characteristics are meaningful because they help establish an open and receptive congeni-
ality allowing people to be more comfortable and responsive to gaining knowledge inside and outside the scope of the product. 
Considering each other “advisors” who work in collaboration to achieve mutually beneficial results will add to the longevity and 
prosperous nature of your business relationship. 

A recommended best practice is for management to assign a Product Specialist, or subject-matter expert, inside the client’s busi-
ness who is actively engaged in staying current with the vendor’s tech enhancements and in promoting use of the software pro- 
duct. Having this point-person is a legitimate role and one where someone can better facilitate communications and set up your 
organization for greater success. The Product Specialist position may need defining by management because the role takes time 
and education to execute properly, so consider the workload and compensation for this person as you decide who will be assigned 
the position.
 
A Product Specialist can serve as a conduit between management, users, the vendor, and be the go-to person when questions 
arise, or additional clarity is needed. Having a Product Specialist is also an excellent resource for management and the end users, 
as they can answer routine, fundamental questions more expeditiously rather than going to the vendor’s tech support desk. An 
added benefit is that communications will siphon through one person which reduces the chances of miscommunications or infor-
mation falling through a crack. It, also, allows the vendor to learn the working style of the client and build a relationship with the 
client to work through questions more quickly. Periodic calls with the provider and an established email chain for the transference 
of information are essential for the maintenance of the software. 

“A Product Specialist can serve as a conduit between management, users, the vendor, 
and be the go-to person when questions arise, or additional clarity is needed.”

If you chose the solutions provider that understands your business needs and aligns with your unique culture, you should expect 
your communications to evolve beneficially over the years.  

Metrics to monitor the system and promote good-user habits 
The initial gap analysis you conducted served as a guide to bring you to the selected software which best suits your business 
needs. However, to ensure you continue to receive the ROI you expect from your system, a process or a schedule of continuous 
monitoring is essential in maintaining optimal performance. In part, this observance involves oversight of the end users and how 
they are putting the software to use. Speak with your vendor for tips and ideas on what other customers are doing to optimize their 
usage and increase user adoption. 

Management should set standards for usage and promote adherence to these standards using the 
system’s data reports. Identifying those individuals, defined as top performers, is a good start in build-
ing out the successful persona. Understanding how they maximize their time and efforts in the software 
can help those who may not be using it to its fullest potential. Help users to be successful by supporting 
them with ongoing training and using identified best practices for a successful result. You may need to get 
creative and find fun ways to incentivize the end users. Incentivizing through gamification is one way to add 
interest and a sense of fun to the learning and advancement of their skills and knowledge of the system, in addition to 
helping users follow company policies and dictates on using the software.

“Identifying those individuals, defined as top performers, is a good 
start in building out the successful persona.”

In regards to understanding user and software performances, results and ROI are critical in getting the most out of your system. 
Performance reporting of the software along with the performance of the end users will help form a picture to guide you on what is 
working well and where additional customizations may be needed. A good system will allow you access to a cadre of various 
metrics. It’s an excellent way to monitor usage among your employee population and create a standard of excellence with users in 
your organization. These performance indicators identify how the human engineering is working in alliance with the individuals 
who are interacting successfully with the product, as well as identify those who are not. The only way to know if the ROI is meeting 
with your expectations is to keep a watchful eye on the numbers and adjust the predictors of the results to satisfy your business’s 
end-needs.

Updates and priorities 
Try to reserve judgment during the first few months, as you will learn much about the system and your vendor. The software should 
evolve and adjust to your unique business needs, and as time passes, you will likely have requests for updates and additional 
customization. 

Keep a close record of your organization’s list of ongoing needs, what you require, and more importantly, where these needs fall on 
the list. Prioritizing a well-thought-out and reasonable list will allow you to have critical needs addressed first without inundating 
your provider with less-critical needs which they can attend to at a future point. This proactive step ensures you maximize your list 
of priorities and allows your vendor a chance to focus on your immediate critical requests and not everything you believe you might 
need now, as well as into the far future. Conscientious software providers are continuously working on improvements to the soft-
ware, and what you consider to be a cutting-edge customization you’d like implemented at a future point, may not be a best prac-
tice at that point, nor support your business needs as you thought it might. Of course, no software will fit the exact needs of every 
client out of the box, so expect to spend time and energy configuring and customizing the product over time to meet your ongoing 
requirements. 

A well-designed product will enable a significant amount of self-configuration by the client, but there will be times when the vendor 
will need to do this work. You can expect these requests to be an additional expense, but if enough clients are requesting the same 
enhancement, a responsive provider will add it to their development queue at no cost. (Tip: Be sure to address this with the vendor 
during the evaluation process.) In turn, the vendor should provide feedback on what updates are soon to be in production, what 
they are working on currently, and what updates are on the short-list based on the demand and immediacy of the requests. Once 
you understand the timeline of updating your organization’s requests, you may wish to alter the prioritization of items on your list 
based on the speed or cost at which the provider can perform the updates. This understanding goes directly back to keeping open 
lines of communication and helps avoid misunderstandings and frustration. 

“A well-designed product will enable a significant amount of self-configuration by the 
client, but there will be times when the vendor will need to do this work.”

Additionally, if your ATS provider has a customer advisory panel, ask to join. Participation in this group will allow you to be involved 
more readily with potential, future enhancements and add your voice to the development and evolution of the software.

Summary
The fact is, purchasing and implementing a new software system that is critical to the core of your talent acquisition or business, is 
a significant investment of money, as well as time. So, before you go shopping for new software, be sure you completed your due 
diligence investigating the functionality and core competencies of your current software and provider. Often, people don’t under-
stand all the functionality and service provisions they already have and jump the gun in deciding to make a change. Unfortunately, 
some organizations change systems because they simply didn’t communicate their needs to the current service provider. The 
correct reasons to switch providers should hinge on your experience and dissatisfaction with the customer service delivery and 
technical support, signs of no future improvements, along with software that cannot meet the needs of your business demands 
due to its limited capabilities. Don’t let poor communication or misunderstandings be the primary reasons.  

Be active and engage in training, seminars, product demonstrations, request for updates, and communicate often. Speaking with 
your provider to discuss your business and systems needs should be a pleasant experience and not a dreaded one. Nurture and 
develop the relationship you have and treat the vendor like a partner and expect them to do the same with you. A well-developed 
relationship will garner you more in the long run.

Also, researching your vendors and ascertaining their level of comprehension when it comes to your unique business demands are 
a must. How they define their partnership with clients is another area for close consideration. It’s crucial to understand how they 
define customer service, and in turn, shape their own organization’s workplace culture. This peek into their company may give you 
a preview of how they work with their clients. 

Having an established line of communication with your vendor and a Product Specialist, within your organization, who can serve as 
a conduit ensuring that information on updates, enhancements, training, etc., are presented to the stakeholders involved with the 
software is highly recommended. Additionally, as your business needs evolve, so should the software. Be sure to keep a thorough 
list of what enhancements you need and where they fall in order of importance. Supply this list to the software provider and expect 
a response from them on estimated timing. 

A Practical Guide to Purchasing and Managing Applicant Tracking Software | SmartSearch     6

Managing expectations and end-user results are essential for ensuring the software is being used to its maximum potential and 
that you’re receiving the ROI that you expect. Monitoring utilization among the user group and identifying the top performers can 
help shape the profile of successful user traits to drive your business and garner you better results. 

All major software purchases, including applicant tracking systems, are an investment. To sustain your business goals, a certain 
amount of time and attention will need to go into maintaining the software, so it continues to perform in support of your objectives.   

About Us
Advanced Personnel Systems, Inc., makers of SmartSearch® talent acquisition and staffing management software, creates quality talent 
management and applicant tracking systems to streamline sourcing, recruiting and hiring in one easy-to-use solution. We help our clients 
recruit at the speed of life and stay ahead of the curve in the ever-changing recruitment landscape. 

Contact us at info@aps2k.com and at 760.941.2800 for more information and to speak with one of our product specialists. Learn more about 
us at www.smartsearchonline.com
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Preface
If you’re like most people, you find the process of shopping for an applicant tracking 
system or any other major system a painful and dreaded experience. In my 30+ years of 
working with clients and prospects, I have learned quite a bit from them about the vetting, 
selection and onboarding process involved with acquiring new applicant tracking software. 
Their inspiration and feedback constitutes the foundation of this business guide which is 
designed to educate the buyer on what steps are required before, during and after the 
purchase. Additionally, the guide outlines best practices on what pitfalls to avoid, the 
misnomers that can lead you astray from your goal, what factors really matter, and why 
understanding your own business needs, thoroughly, will help direct you down the right 
path to a satisfied buying and end-user experience.

This guide is designed to bring structure, organization and a better understanding to the 
prospective buyer, as well as the current owner of an ATS. The sections are divided into 
three areas to help delineate the actions that should be observed and implemented and in 
what order they should occur.

In principle, the advice in this guide applies to any business software purchase and is not 
exclusive to acquiring an applicant tracking system, so please consider the principles 
discussed for your other software considerations and acquisitions. 

Part One - Understanding Why and if You Need an ATS
Starting your process with good preparation in mind is essential. It’s an extremely long, arduous and expensive process to 
implement a new system. If you don’t start the discovery and evaluation process off on the right foot, you can fall into the trap 
of a long-term software contract with underperforming functionality or service that you cannot discontinue without an early 
termination fee, along with the headache of having to repeat the entire painful buying process. 

To begin, I have seen many organizations erroneously purchase a new software system when, often, their current system could 
sufficiently provide them with what was needed. When looking for an applicant tracking system (ATS) your first job is to criti-
cally evaluate your motivations as to why you need one, and if you currently have one, why you need to change vendors. Analyz-
ing where and why the current ATS is not performing and why a new ATS is required should be for bona fide business reasons 
not driven by subjectivity. Looking objectively and pragmatically at your business needs and motivation to switch providers, or 
when making an initial purchase, are the most prominent factors to consider when shopping for a new software system. 

“When looking for an applicant tracking system (ATS) your first job is to 
critically evaluate your motivations as to why you need one, and if 

you currently have one, why you need to change vendors.”

Mind the gap
A gap analysis is a step often skipped, but one that should be top-of-mind for anyone in the market to purchase new business 
software. Start by conducting a gap analysis of your recruitment business and look objectively at what you lack with your 
current systems and processes. Understanding exactly what you need to get out of your system is a benefit you cannot ignore. 
Don’t take a generalized view of what you need, but rather granulate and define your discovery process to understand precisely 
what you need and always do this with your business objectives in mind
  

Consider your company’s present requirements, as well as anticipated future needs. For example, if your business is growing, your 
software needs to be scalable to suit your expected plans, if not, you may face needing to re-evaluate more systems down the road. 
Further, prioritizing your needs is critically important to evaluate competing systems, since no off-the-shelf software will likely satisfy all 
your requirements.  

Before you begin the product evaluation process, look objectively at your talent acquisition processes, your current software’s perfor-
mance for reliability and support along with your future goals. Without this in-depth knowledge, it will be difficult for you to adequately 
compare software products to determine which is best suited for your business goals and talent acquisition practices. I recommend 
having end-user input when defining where your current software is falling short. These individuals can provide the insight you need to 
know as part of the due diligence in your analysis. 

Also, part of the due diligence in understanding what you need for your business will help you avoid over-purchasing or under-purchas-
ing what is most needed to sustain your talent acquisition workflow and pressing business needs. 

“Start by conducting a gap analysis of your recruitment business and look objectively 
at what you lack with your current systems and processes.”

Where it goes wrong 
Many situations can alter reality leading people to rely on perception rather than fact. Over the past 30+ years, I have heard many 
subjective reasons as to why a company wants to leave their current applicant tracking software provider or to make an initial ATS 
purchase… this situation rarely ends well. Reasons that aren’t supported by a solid business case mean the decision makers bypassed a 
needs analysis, and what ultimately results is one or more of the following mistakes:
 

• creating a broad list of overly general questions, using a templated RFP, not applicable to the buyer’s organization and sent to a 
long list of (mostly) unqualified vendors 

• preemptively choosing a vendor used in the past at a previous employer
• selecting a vendor exclusively on cost versus understanding the correct value to the buyer’s organization
• opting for vendors that don’t share tips and ideas on best practices
• choosing a system based on marketing hype that doesn’t address your needs

I’ve also experienced interactions with organizations that had assigned the task of evaluating potential ATS providers to departments 
outside of the area where the end users sit, or when they gave the work to a third-party consultant. This decision can spell disaster for the 
end users and job candidates because the outcome usually doesn’t serve the end users and support the business needs of the company. 
We recommend designating one or more top performers or internal subject-matter experts who can help with the product evaluation 
process, and later serve as key points of contact to support user adoption and maximize the ongoing cost-effectiveness of the system.
 
Note: When using a third-party consultant be aware of one crucial detail. Misunderstandings and problems that can arise here are when 
the external consultancy skips the gap analysis. When it comes to using a third-party consultant, ask them to conduct the gap analysis 
of your business, and if you choose this option, you need to understand what discovery process they will use, what resources they will 
need access to inside your organization, and how long it will take them to start and finish the discovery. Further, you need to know 
upfront what is the depth of their investigation, what information they’ll be providing and how they’ll arrive at their subsequent recom-
mendations. 

The alternate option is that you conduct your own gap analysis before hiring the third-party and release the findings to them so they can 
gain a fuller understanding of your business practices and business objectives. The more information they have, the better and more 
impactful their recommendations will be.

“Reasons that aren’t supported by a solid business case mean 
the decision makers bypassed a needs analysis…”

In accordance with good communications, the first place you should take your completed gap analysis is to your existing vendor and 
discuss the results. Often your current software has the functionality you need, but unfortunately, many organizations don’t communi-
cate or ask the right questions of their vendor. The only way to determine the full scope of the software’s offering is to learn as much as 
you can to gain a fuller understanding. You should be satisfied that you have reason to explore other options and not just assume the 
grass is always greener based on the latest marketing hype of a potentially new vendor. Systems and relationships, collectively and 
separately, are never perfect. Your current vendor may be at the root of the problem, but expecting perfection from your current supplier 
and believing a new vendor will solve all your problems is a grand mistake. Look closely at where the issues lie and objectively consider if 
your business practices are hindering the system’s performance. This exercise can save you a lot of time and money in the long run. 

Further, fostering good communications with your current provider and understanding the full complement of what your system offers 
is vital for understanding what you already have at your fingertips, and I’ll address more about this in section three of this guide. 

“Often your current software has the functionality
 you need, but unfortunately, many organizations don’t communicate, 

or ask the right questions of their vendor.”

Part Two – Why Cost, True Value and Company Culture Matter 
Cost versus value
Assessing the current and future value of new software for your business, value for the money paid and value for the end users should 
be paramount in the decision-making process. 

Evaluating the intrinsic “true” value of the software is a unique experience and will vary from organization to organization; so it’s 
important to ask lots of good questions (InfoMart, 2015, “5 Questions You Need to Ask When Choosing the Perfect ATS.”) to under-
stand how the software will mesh with your unique business demands. It’s vital to ask questions specific to your company’s needs, 
but some general questions you, also, need answers to are: 

• specifics concerning the cost (e.g., priced by number of users, flat fee, annual hires)
• the frequency of software updates to include:

o the timing of notifications to adequately prepare ahead
o how and when the updates occur
o downtime involved (timing matters)
o new features and how training and information will be communicated

• the extent of resources needed by your organization to maintain a fully functioning application
• how data storage is handled and protected 
• the scope of the software implementation and what resources are required
• length and terms of the contract

Additionally, you should know what instruction is included for the initial rollout, as well as 
for future updates, product refreshers, new features and training for newly onboarded 
users, as well as software changes that address future business objectives. It’s also 
important to understand any system configuration or customization you may require to 

meet your initial and ongoing business processes and their associated costs.

“Evaluating the intrinsic “true” value of the software is a unique experience and will 
vary from organization to organization; so it’s important to ask lots of good questions to 

understand how the software will mesh with your unique business demands.”

Understanding true value 
No software is of value if the end users cannot apply it in meaningful and productive ways. Technology should enhance the user 
experience, not be an encumbrance; so, the human engineering must be in line with how you need the software to perform. Don’t let 
the vendor define your needs; it’s okay to compare product feature sets to each other, but it’s most important to evaluate the product 
functionality against your requirements to ensure you’re getting the best value for the money. If you analyzed your business at the 
beginning of the process, you know best what your business needs are. 

“Technology should enhance the user experience, not be an encumbrance; so, the human 
engineering must be in line with how you need the software to perform.”

People often become overly fixated on the appearance of the software. Beneficial functionality and speed are not easy to design but 
are the backbone of what makes for good, reliable systems. What appears flashy and sparkly in a demo doesn’t always translate into 
a rich real-world experience for the end user. Flashy should not be the focus, but consider availability, reliability, functionality, and 
responsiveness as being what’s vital. It’s essential that the end users can use the software, often all day long, without fatigue. 

If possible, implement the software you’re considering into a pilot program. If you have more than one physical location, or business 
unit, install and use it at one of the sites. You will learn a lot about the software along with the technical support and customer service 
delivery. Generally speaking, the pilot software is the off-the-shelf product so keep that in mind as you’re testing the system and 
consider the bigger picture of how the software fills your business needs and how it helps define what you want to achieve with your 
current and future business goals.
 
If a pilot program is not possible, take the time to speak with references – both top performers, and the managers who do the soft-
ware purchasing for their business; this is well worth your time. Questions may vary, but ask the managers if they conducted a busi-
ness needs analysis at the onset of their process, and be sure to inquire about any hidden costs, as well as their satisfaction with the 
service delivery. Knowing how satisfied the end users are with the software and service is valuable information. Software review sites 
such as TrustRadius and Capterra are also excellent sources of getting crowdsourced opinions about a product, company, and its 
people. It’s important to ask for references and speak with customers who are achieving success with the product in question. These 
may be power users who will give you a fair representation of how they use the product, and with that may be able to answer ques-
tions relevant to your organization. 

“What appears flashy and sparkly in a demo doesn’t always translate into a 
rich real-world experience for the end user.”

Company culture and vendor alignment 
As important as it is to evaluate the software, it’s equally important to assess the vendor and recognize the red flags that appear 
during the sales process. When evaluating vendors, take note of how carefully they listen, understand and respond to information 
about your unique business demands. If the vendor always answers, “yes,” to your questions about functionality, you should be suspi-
cious… no off-the-shelf software will do all you want.

If the vendor is listening and advising on what’s in your company’s best interest, they are taking a customer-centric approach and not 
just working to meet their own sales goals. They should be using the information from your gap analysis, which either they or you 
conducted and customizing their report back to you in a way that is specific to your unique business. 

Additionally, ask the vendor to whom they report... is the company privately held or owned and financed by outside 
investors? Who does management serve, customers or shareholders/investors? What drives their innovation? Custom-
er-driven innovation is, generally, the best because it’s like crowdsourcing. Their responses will alert you to their compa-
ny structure and indicate where customers fall on the list of priorities and importance. Also, find out what the turnover is 
like on their client roster, as well as employee turnover within the software vendor’s organization, and see what employ-
ees are writing about them on sites like Glassdoor. 

“Customer-driven innovation is, generally, the best because it’s like crowdsourcing.”

It goes without saying, but understanding how the vendor defines ongoing customer service, and technical support is 
essential. This information will help you understand both the advantages, as well as the 
limitations of their solution – and their customer focus speaks volumes about 
their own company culture and how well they work with clients. 

You need to develop a business partnership with your ATS provider, 
and any vendor for that matter. A compatible relationship is one 
of trust, honest communication, and mutual respect. 

Understanding the overall performance and service 
factors of the potential software system and vendor 
along with how they align with your company needs and 
culture are the keys to successful product selection. 
Ultimately, the functionality of the vendor’s software 
should be in line with your expectations of success for 
the present and future of your business.  

Part Three – Successful Tactics for Implementing and Maintaining 
the Software 
Managing expectations
Appropriately managing expectations during the implementation is a critical, but often, overlooked process when installing the new 
software. Management needs to take hold of the system adoption process and work with end users in a supportive manner to 
ensure the system is being used to its fullest capacity. Anticipate certain reactions around performance, ease-of-use, and results, 
and for management, this means managing those reactions by setting the bar of expectations realistically as with any new system. 
It is typical to expect some concerns and issues, so management should preemptively communicate this to their end users. There 
will be a learning curve and with that users need to be supported by leadership and encouraged to use the software and not judge 
the product hastily. Additionally, the end users will need to “unlearn” what they knew about working in the previous software while 
learning a new (and improved software product), which will not be easy for some people. Management can help by reinforcing the 
reasons why the new system is needed and how this software will solve problems that the previous software could not. 

“Management needs to take hold of the system adoption process and work with end users 
in a supportive manner to ensure the system is being used to its fullest capacity.”

Effective and open communications
As with any big purchase, nurturing and maintenance of the product are essential for its upkeep, which means you need to estab-
lish a strong line of communication, both internally and externally. Contact with your ATS provider is key, but sometimes people 
lose sight of this. The best interactions occur when the client and supplier create a mutually beneficial relationship that exhibits 
respect and cordiality. Your goal should be to form a professional, enduring, true business partnership that goes beyond vendor 
and customer. Relationships with these characteristics are meaningful because they help establish an open and receptive congeni-
ality allowing people to be more comfortable and responsive to gaining knowledge inside and outside the scope of the product. 
Considering each other “advisors” who work in collaboration to achieve mutually beneficial results will add to the longevity and 
prosperous nature of your business relationship. 

A recommended best practice is for management to assign a Product Specialist, or subject-matter expert, inside the client’s busi-
ness who is actively engaged in staying current with the vendor’s tech enhancements and in promoting use of the software pro- 
duct. Having this point-person is a legitimate role and one where someone can better facilitate communications and set up your 
organization for greater success. The Product Specialist position may need defining by management because the role takes time 
and education to execute properly, so consider the workload and compensation for this person as you decide who will be assigned 
the position.
 
A Product Specialist can serve as a conduit between management, users, the vendor, and be the go-to person when questions 
arise, or additional clarity is needed. Having a Product Specialist is also an excellent resource for management and the end users, 
as they can answer routine, fundamental questions more expeditiously rather than going to the vendor’s tech support desk. An 
added benefit is that communications will siphon through one person which reduces the chances of miscommunications or infor-
mation falling through a crack. It, also, allows the vendor to learn the working style of the client and build a relationship with the 
client to work through questions more quickly. Periodic calls with the provider and an established email chain for the transference 
of information are essential for the maintenance of the software. 

“A Product Specialist can serve as a conduit between management, users, the vendor, 
and be the go-to person when questions arise, or additional clarity is needed.”

If you chose the solutions provider that understands your business needs and aligns with your unique culture, you should expect 
your communications to evolve beneficially over the years.  

Metrics to monitor the system and promote good-user habits 
The initial gap analysis you conducted served as a guide to bring you to the selected software which best suits your business 
needs. However, to ensure you continue to receive the ROI you expect from your system, a process or a schedule of continuous 
monitoring is essential in maintaining optimal performance. In part, this observance involves oversight of the end users and how 
they are putting the software to use. Speak with your vendor for tips and ideas on what other customers are doing to optimize their 
usage and increase user adoption. 

Management should set standards for usage and promote adherence to these standards using the 
system’s data reports. Identifying those individuals, defined as top performers, is a good start in build-
ing out the successful persona. Understanding how they maximize their time and efforts in the software 
can help those who may not be using it to its fullest potential. Help users to be successful by supporting 
them with ongoing training and using identified best practices for a successful result. You may need to get 
creative and find fun ways to incentivize the end users. Incentivizing through gamification is one way to add 
interest and a sense of fun to the learning and advancement of their skills and knowledge of the system, in addition to 
helping users follow company policies and dictates on using the software.

“Identifying those individuals, defined as top performers, is a good 
start in building out the successful persona.”

In regards to understanding user and software performances, results and ROI are critical in getting the most out of your system. 
Performance reporting of the software along with the performance of the end users will help form a picture to guide you on what is 
working well and where additional customizations may be needed. A good system will allow you access to a cadre of various 
metrics. It’s an excellent way to monitor usage among your employee population and create a standard of excellence with users in 
your organization. These performance indicators identify how the human engineering is working in alliance with the individuals 
who are interacting successfully with the product, as well as identify those who are not. The only way to know if the ROI is meeting 
with your expectations is to keep a watchful eye on the numbers and adjust the predictors of the results to satisfy your business’s 
end-needs.

Updates and priorities 
Try to reserve judgment during the first few months, as you will learn much about the system and your vendor. The software should 
evolve and adjust to your unique business needs, and as time passes, you will likely have requests for updates and additional 
customization. 

Keep a close record of your organization’s list of ongoing needs, what you require, and more importantly, where these needs fall on 
the list. Prioritizing a well-thought-out and reasonable list will allow you to have critical needs addressed first without inundating 
your provider with less-critical needs which they can attend to at a future point. This proactive step ensures you maximize your list 
of priorities and allows your vendor a chance to focus on your immediate critical requests and not everything you believe you might 
need now, as well as into the far future. Conscientious software providers are continuously working on improvements to the soft-
ware, and what you consider to be a cutting-edge customization you’d like implemented at a future point, may not be a best prac-
tice at that point, nor support your business needs as you thought it might. Of course, no software will fit the exact needs of every 
client out of the box, so expect to spend time and energy configuring and customizing the product over time to meet your ongoing 
requirements. 

A well-designed product will enable a significant amount of self-configuration by the client, but there will be times when the vendor 
will need to do this work. You can expect these requests to be an additional expense, but if enough clients are requesting the same 
enhancement, a responsive provider will add it to their development queue at no cost. (Tip: Be sure to address this with the vendor 
during the evaluation process.) In turn, the vendor should provide feedback on what updates are soon to be in production, what 
they are working on currently, and what updates are on the short-list based on the demand and immediacy of the requests. Once 
you understand the timeline of updating your organization’s requests, you may wish to alter the prioritization of items on your list 
based on the speed or cost at which the provider can perform the updates. This understanding goes directly back to keeping open 
lines of communication and helps avoid misunderstandings and frustration. 

“A well-designed product will enable a significant amount of self-configuration by the 
client, but there will be times when the vendor will need to do this work.”

Additionally, if your ATS provider has a customer advisory panel, ask to join. Participation in this group will allow you to be involved 
more readily with potential, future enhancements and add your voice to the development and evolution of the software.

Summary
The fact is, purchasing and implementing a new software system that is critical to the core of your talent acquisition or business, is 
a significant investment of money, as well as time. So, before you go shopping for new software, be sure you completed your due 
diligence investigating the functionality and core competencies of your current software and provider. Often, people don’t under-
stand all the functionality and service provisions they already have and jump the gun in deciding to make a change. Unfortunately, 
some organizations change systems because they simply didn’t communicate their needs to the current service provider. The 
correct reasons to switch providers should hinge on your experience and dissatisfaction with the customer service delivery and 
technical support, signs of no future improvements, along with software that cannot meet the needs of your business demands 
due to its limited capabilities. Don’t let poor communication or misunderstandings be the primary reasons.  

Be active and engage in training, seminars, product demonstrations, request for updates, and communicate often. Speaking with 
your provider to discuss your business and systems needs should be a pleasant experience and not a dreaded one. Nurture and 
develop the relationship you have and treat the vendor like a partner and expect them to do the same with you. A well-developed 
relationship will garner you more in the long run.

Also, researching your vendors and ascertaining their level of comprehension when it comes to your unique business demands are 
a must. How they define their partnership with clients is another area for close consideration. It’s crucial to understand how they 
define customer service, and in turn, shape their own organization’s workplace culture. This peek into their company may give you 
a preview of how they work with their clients. 

Having an established line of communication with your vendor and a Product Specialist, within your organization, who can serve as 
a conduit ensuring that information on updates, enhancements, training, etc., are presented to the stakeholders involved with the 
software is highly recommended. Additionally, as your business needs evolve, so should the software. Be sure to keep a thorough 
list of what enhancements you need and where they fall in order of importance. Supply this list to the software provider and expect 
a response from them on estimated timing. 

A Practical Guide to Purchasing and Managing Applicant Tracking Software | SmartSearch     7

Managing expectations and end-user results are essential for ensuring the software is being used to its maximum potential and 
that you’re receiving the ROI that you expect. Monitoring utilization among the user group and identifying the top performers can 
help shape the profile of successful user traits to drive your business and garner you better results. 

All major software purchases, including applicant tracking systems, are an investment. To sustain your business goals, a certain 
amount of time and attention will need to go into maintaining the software, so it continues to perform in support of your objectives.   

About Us
Advanced Personnel Systems, Inc., makers of SmartSearch® talent acquisition and staffing management software, creates quality talent 
management and applicant tracking systems to streamline sourcing, recruiting and hiring in one easy-to-use solution. We help our clients 
recruit at the speed of life and stay ahead of the curve in the ever-changing recruitment landscape. 

Contact us at info@aps2k.com and at 760.941.2800 for more information and to speak with one of our product specialists. Learn more about 
us at www.smartsearchonline.com
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Preface
If you’re like most people, you find the process of shopping for an applicant tracking 
system or any other major system a painful and dreaded experience. In my 30+ years of 
working with clients and prospects, I have learned quite a bit from them about the vetting, 
selection and onboarding process involved with acquiring new applicant tracking software. 
Their inspiration and feedback constitutes the foundation of this business guide which is 
designed to educate the buyer on what steps are required before, during and after the 
purchase. Additionally, the guide outlines best practices on what pitfalls to avoid, the 
misnomers that can lead you astray from your goal, what factors really matter, and why 
understanding your own business needs, thoroughly, will help direct you down the right 
path to a satisfied buying and end-user experience.

This guide is designed to bring structure, organization and a better understanding to the 
prospective buyer, as well as the current owner of an ATS. The sections are divided into 
three areas to help delineate the actions that should be observed and implemented and in 
what order they should occur.

In principle, the advice in this guide applies to any business software purchase and is not 
exclusive to acquiring an applicant tracking system, so please consider the principles 
discussed for your other software considerations and acquisitions. 

Part One - Understanding Why and if You Need an ATS
Starting your process with good preparation in mind is essential. It’s an extremely long, arduous and expensive process to 
implement a new system. If you don’t start the discovery and evaluation process off on the right foot, you can fall into the trap 
of a long-term software contract with underperforming functionality or service that you cannot discontinue without an early 
termination fee, along with the headache of having to repeat the entire painful buying process. 

To begin, I have seen many organizations erroneously purchase a new software system when, often, their current system could 
sufficiently provide them with what was needed. When looking for an applicant tracking system (ATS) your first job is to criti-
cally evaluate your motivations as to why you need one, and if you currently have one, why you need to change vendors. Analyz-
ing where and why the current ATS is not performing and why a new ATS is required should be for bona fide business reasons 
not driven by subjectivity. Looking objectively and pragmatically at your business needs and motivation to switch providers, or 
when making an initial purchase, are the most prominent factors to consider when shopping for a new software system. 

“When looking for an applicant tracking system (ATS) your first job is to 
critically evaluate your motivations as to why you need one, and if 

you currently have one, why you need to change vendors.”

Mind the gap
A gap analysis is a step often skipped, but one that should be top-of-mind for anyone in the market to purchase new business 
software. Start by conducting a gap analysis of your recruitment business and look objectively at what you lack with your 
current systems and processes. Understanding exactly what you need to get out of your system is a benefit you cannot ignore. 
Don’t take a generalized view of what you need, but rather granulate and define your discovery process to understand precisely 
what you need and always do this with your business objectives in mind
  

Consider your company’s present requirements, as well as anticipated future needs. For example, if your business is growing, your 
software needs to be scalable to suit your expected plans, if not, you may face needing to re-evaluate more systems down the road. 
Further, prioritizing your needs is critically important to evaluate competing systems, since no off-the-shelf software will likely satisfy all 
your requirements.  

Before you begin the product evaluation process, look objectively at your talent acquisition processes, your current software’s perfor-
mance for reliability and support along with your future goals. Without this in-depth knowledge, it will be difficult for you to adequately 
compare software products to determine which is best suited for your business goals and talent acquisition practices. I recommend 
having end-user input when defining where your current software is falling short. These individuals can provide the insight you need to 
know as part of the due diligence in your analysis. 

Also, part of the due diligence in understanding what you need for your business will help you avoid over-purchasing or under-purchas-
ing what is most needed to sustain your talent acquisition workflow and pressing business needs. 

“Start by conducting a gap analysis of your recruitment business and look objectively 
at what you lack with your current systems and processes.”

Where it goes wrong 
Many situations can alter reality leading people to rely on perception rather than fact. Over the past 30+ years, I have heard many 
subjective reasons as to why a company wants to leave their current applicant tracking software provider or to make an initial ATS 
purchase… this situation rarely ends well. Reasons that aren’t supported by a solid business case mean the decision makers bypassed a 
needs analysis, and what ultimately results is one or more of the following mistakes:
 

• creating a broad list of overly general questions, using a templated RFP, not applicable to the buyer’s organization and sent to a 
long list of (mostly) unqualified vendors 

• preemptively choosing a vendor used in the past at a previous employer
• selecting a vendor exclusively on cost versus understanding the correct value to the buyer’s organization
• opting for vendors that don’t share tips and ideas on best practices
• choosing a system based on marketing hype that doesn’t address your needs

I’ve also experienced interactions with organizations that had assigned the task of evaluating potential ATS providers to departments 
outside of the area where the end users sit, or when they gave the work to a third-party consultant. This decision can spell disaster for the 
end users and job candidates because the outcome usually doesn’t serve the end users and support the business needs of the company. 
We recommend designating one or more top performers or internal subject-matter experts who can help with the product evaluation 
process, and later serve as key points of contact to support user adoption and maximize the ongoing cost-effectiveness of the system.
 
Note: When using a third-party consultant be aware of one crucial detail. Misunderstandings and problems that can arise here are when 
the external consultancy skips the gap analysis. When it comes to using a third-party consultant, ask them to conduct the gap analysis 
of your business, and if you choose this option, you need to understand what discovery process they will use, what resources they will 
need access to inside your organization, and how long it will take them to start and finish the discovery. Further, you need to know 
upfront what is the depth of their investigation, what information they’ll be providing and how they’ll arrive at their subsequent recom-
mendations. 

The alternate option is that you conduct your own gap analysis before hiring the third-party and release the findings to them so they can 
gain a fuller understanding of your business practices and business objectives. The more information they have, the better and more 
impactful their recommendations will be.

“Reasons that aren’t supported by a solid business case mean 
the decision makers bypassed a needs analysis…”

In accordance with good communications, the first place you should take your completed gap analysis is to your existing vendor and 
discuss the results. Often your current software has the functionality you need, but unfortunately, many organizations don’t communi-
cate or ask the right questions of their vendor. The only way to determine the full scope of the software’s offering is to learn as much as 
you can to gain a fuller understanding. You should be satisfied that you have reason to explore other options and not just assume the 
grass is always greener based on the latest marketing hype of a potentially new vendor. Systems and relationships, collectively and 
separately, are never perfect. Your current vendor may be at the root of the problem, but expecting perfection from your current supplier 
and believing a new vendor will solve all your problems is a grand mistake. Look closely at where the issues lie and objectively consider if 
your business practices are hindering the system’s performance. This exercise can save you a lot of time and money in the long run. 

Further, fostering good communications with your current provider and understanding the full complement of what your system offers 
is vital for understanding what you already have at your fingertips, and I’ll address more about this in section three of this guide. 

“Often your current software has the functionality
 you need, but unfortunately, many organizations don’t communicate, 

or ask the right questions of their vendor.”

Part Two – Why Cost, True Value and Company Culture Matter 
Cost versus value
Assessing the current and future value of new software for your business, value for the money paid and value for the end users should 
be paramount in the decision-making process. 

Evaluating the intrinsic “true” value of the software is a unique experience and will vary from organization to organization; so it’s 
important to ask lots of good questions (InfoMart, 2015, “5 Questions You Need to Ask When Choosing the Perfect ATS.”) to under-
stand how the software will mesh with your unique business demands. It’s vital to ask questions specific to your company’s needs, 
but some general questions you, also, need answers to are: 

• specifics concerning the cost (e.g., priced by number of users, flat fee, annual hires)
• the frequency of software updates to include:

o the timing of notifications to adequately prepare ahead
o how and when the updates occur
o downtime involved (timing matters)
o new features and how training and information will be communicated

• the extent of resources needed by your organization to maintain a fully functioning application
• how data storage is handled and protected 
• the scope of the software implementation and what resources are required
• length and terms of the contract

Additionally, you should know what instruction is included for the initial rollout, as well as 
for future updates, product refreshers, new features and training for newly onboarded 
users, as well as software changes that address future business objectives. It’s also 
important to understand any system configuration or customization you may require to 

meet your initial and ongoing business processes and their associated costs.

“Evaluating the intrinsic “true” value of the software is a unique experience and will 
vary from organization to organization; so it’s important to ask lots of good questions to 

understand how the software will mesh with your unique business demands.”

Understanding true value 
No software is of value if the end users cannot apply it in meaningful and productive ways. Technology should enhance the user 
experience, not be an encumbrance; so, the human engineering must be in line with how you need the software to perform. Don’t let 
the vendor define your needs; it’s okay to compare product feature sets to each other, but it’s most important to evaluate the product 
functionality against your requirements to ensure you’re getting the best value for the money. If you analyzed your business at the 
beginning of the process, you know best what your business needs are. 

“Technology should enhance the user experience, not be an encumbrance; so, the human 
engineering must be in line with how you need the software to perform.”

People often become overly fixated on the appearance of the software. Beneficial functionality and speed are not easy to design but 
are the backbone of what makes for good, reliable systems. What appears flashy and sparkly in a demo doesn’t always translate into 
a rich real-world experience for the end user. Flashy should not be the focus, but consider availability, reliability, functionality, and 
responsiveness as being what’s vital. It’s essential that the end users can use the software, often all day long, without fatigue. 

If possible, implement the software you’re considering into a pilot program. If you have more than one physical location, or business 
unit, install and use it at one of the sites. You will learn a lot about the software along with the technical support and customer service 
delivery. Generally speaking, the pilot software is the off-the-shelf product so keep that in mind as you’re testing the system and 
consider the bigger picture of how the software fills your business needs and how it helps define what you want to achieve with your 
current and future business goals.
 
If a pilot program is not possible, take the time to speak with references – both top performers, and the managers who do the soft-
ware purchasing for their business; this is well worth your time. Questions may vary, but ask the managers if they conducted a busi-
ness needs analysis at the onset of their process, and be sure to inquire about any hidden costs, as well as their satisfaction with the 
service delivery. Knowing how satisfied the end users are with the software and service is valuable information. Software review sites 
such as TrustRadius and Capterra are also excellent sources of getting crowdsourced opinions about a product, company, and its 
people. It’s important to ask for references and speak with customers who are achieving success with the product in question. These 
may be power users who will give you a fair representation of how they use the product, and with that may be able to answer ques-
tions relevant to your organization. 

“What appears flashy and sparkly in a demo doesn’t always translate into a 
rich real-world experience for the end user.”

Company culture and vendor alignment 
As important as it is to evaluate the software, it’s equally important to assess the vendor and recognize the red flags that appear 
during the sales process. When evaluating vendors, take note of how carefully they listen, understand and respond to information 
about your unique business demands. If the vendor always answers, “yes,” to your questions about functionality, you should be suspi-
cious… no off-the-shelf software will do all you want.

If the vendor is listening and advising on what’s in your company’s best interest, they are taking a customer-centric approach and not 
just working to meet their own sales goals. They should be using the information from your gap analysis, which either they or you 
conducted and customizing their report back to you in a way that is specific to your unique business. 

Additionally, ask the vendor to whom they report... is the company privately held or owned and financed by outside 
investors? Who does management serve, customers or shareholders/investors? What drives their innovation? Custom-
er-driven innovation is, generally, the best because it’s like crowdsourcing. Their responses will alert you to their compa-
ny structure and indicate where customers fall on the list of priorities and importance. Also, find out what the turnover is 
like on their client roster, as well as employee turnover within the software vendor’s organization, and see what employ-
ees are writing about them on sites like Glassdoor. 

“Customer-driven innovation is, generally, the best because it’s like crowdsourcing.”

It goes without saying, but understanding how the vendor defines ongoing customer service, and technical support is 
essential. This information will help you understand both the advantages, as well as the 
limitations of their solution – and their customer focus speaks volumes about 
their own company culture and how well they work with clients. 

You need to develop a business partnership with your ATS provider, 
and any vendor for that matter. A compatible relationship is one 
of trust, honest communication, and mutual respect. 

Understanding the overall performance and service 
factors of the potential software system and vendor 
along with how they align with your company needs and 
culture are the keys to successful product selection. 
Ultimately, the functionality of the vendor’s software 
should be in line with your expectations of success for 
the present and future of your business.  

Part Three – Successful Tactics for Implementing and Maintaining 
the Software 
Managing expectations
Appropriately managing expectations during the implementation is a critical, but often, overlooked process when installing the new 
software. Management needs to take hold of the system adoption process and work with end users in a supportive manner to 
ensure the system is being used to its fullest capacity. Anticipate certain reactions around performance, ease-of-use, and results, 
and for management, this means managing those reactions by setting the bar of expectations realistically as with any new system. 
It is typical to expect some concerns and issues, so management should preemptively communicate this to their end users. There 
will be a learning curve and with that users need to be supported by leadership and encouraged to use the software and not judge 
the product hastily. Additionally, the end users will need to “unlearn” what they knew about working in the previous software while 
learning a new (and improved software product), which will not be easy for some people. Management can help by reinforcing the 
reasons why the new system is needed and how this software will solve problems that the previous software could not. 

“Management needs to take hold of the system adoption process and work with end users 
in a supportive manner to ensure the system is being used to its fullest capacity.”

Effective and open communications
As with any big purchase, nurturing and maintenance of the product are essential for its upkeep, which means you need to estab-
lish a strong line of communication, both internally and externally. Contact with your ATS provider is key, but sometimes people 
lose sight of this. The best interactions occur when the client and supplier create a mutually beneficial relationship that exhibits 
respect and cordiality. Your goal should be to form a professional, enduring, true business partnership that goes beyond vendor 
and customer. Relationships with these characteristics are meaningful because they help establish an open and receptive congeni-
ality allowing people to be more comfortable and responsive to gaining knowledge inside and outside the scope of the product. 
Considering each other “advisors” who work in collaboration to achieve mutually beneficial results will add to the longevity and 
prosperous nature of your business relationship. 

A recommended best practice is for management to assign a Product Specialist, or subject-matter expert, inside the client’s busi-
ness who is actively engaged in staying current with the vendor’s tech enhancements and in promoting use of the software pro- 
duct. Having this point-person is a legitimate role and one where someone can better facilitate communications and set up your 
organization for greater success. The Product Specialist position may need defining by management because the role takes time 
and education to execute properly, so consider the workload and compensation for this person as you decide who will be assigned 
the position.
 
A Product Specialist can serve as a conduit between management, users, the vendor, and be the go-to person when questions 
arise, or additional clarity is needed. Having a Product Specialist is also an excellent resource for management and the end users, 
as they can answer routine, fundamental questions more expeditiously rather than going to the vendor’s tech support desk. An 
added benefit is that communications will siphon through one person which reduces the chances of miscommunications or infor-
mation falling through a crack. It, also, allows the vendor to learn the working style of the client and build a relationship with the 
client to work through questions more quickly. Periodic calls with the provider and an established email chain for the transference 
of information are essential for the maintenance of the software. 

“A Product Specialist can serve as a conduit between management, users, the vendor, 
and be the go-to person when questions arise, or additional clarity is needed.”

If you chose the solutions provider that understands your business needs and aligns with your unique culture, you should expect 
your communications to evolve beneficially over the years.  

Metrics to monitor the system and promote good-user habits 
The initial gap analysis you conducted served as a guide to bring you to the selected software which best suits your business 
needs. However, to ensure you continue to receive the ROI you expect from your system, a process or a schedule of continuous 
monitoring is essential in maintaining optimal performance. In part, this observance involves oversight of the end users and how 
they are putting the software to use. Speak with your vendor for tips and ideas on what other customers are doing to optimize their 
usage and increase user adoption. 

Management should set standards for usage and promote adherence to these standards using the 
system’s data reports. Identifying those individuals, defined as top performers, is a good start in build-
ing out the successful persona. Understanding how they maximize their time and efforts in the software 
can help those who may not be using it to its fullest potential. Help users to be successful by supporting 
them with ongoing training and using identified best practices for a successful result. You may need to get 
creative and find fun ways to incentivize the end users. Incentivizing through gamification is one way to add 
interest and a sense of fun to the learning and advancement of their skills and knowledge of the system, in addition to 
helping users follow company policies and dictates on using the software.

“Identifying those individuals, defined as top performers, is a good 
start in building out the successful persona.”

In regards to understanding user and software performances, results and ROI are critical in getting the most out of your system. 
Performance reporting of the software along with the performance of the end users will help form a picture to guide you on what is 
working well and where additional customizations may be needed. A good system will allow you access to a cadre of various 
metrics. It’s an excellent way to monitor usage among your employee population and create a standard of excellence with users in 
your organization. These performance indicators identify how the human engineering is working in alliance with the individuals 
who are interacting successfully with the product, as well as identify those who are not. The only way to know if the ROI is meeting 
with your expectations is to keep a watchful eye on the numbers and adjust the predictors of the results to satisfy your business’s 
end-needs.

Updates and priorities 
Try to reserve judgment during the first few months, as you will learn much about the system and your vendor. The software should 
evolve and adjust to your unique business needs, and as time passes, you will likely have requests for updates and additional 
customization. 

Keep a close record of your organization’s list of ongoing needs, what you require, and more importantly, where these needs fall on 
the list. Prioritizing a well-thought-out and reasonable list will allow you to have critical needs addressed first without inundating 
your provider with less-critical needs which they can attend to at a future point. This proactive step ensures you maximize your list 
of priorities and allows your vendor a chance to focus on your immediate critical requests and not everything you believe you might 
need now, as well as into the far future. Conscientious software providers are continuously working on improvements to the soft-
ware, and what you consider to be a cutting-edge customization you’d like implemented at a future point, may not be a best prac-
tice at that point, nor support your business needs as you thought it might. Of course, no software will fit the exact needs of every 
client out of the box, so expect to spend time and energy configuring and customizing the product over time to meet your ongoing 
requirements. 

A well-designed product will enable a significant amount of self-configuration by the client, but there will be times when the vendor 
will need to do this work. You can expect these requests to be an additional expense, but if enough clients are requesting the same 
enhancement, a responsive provider will add it to their development queue at no cost. (Tip: Be sure to address this with the vendor 
during the evaluation process.) In turn, the vendor should provide feedback on what updates are soon to be in production, what 
they are working on currently, and what updates are on the short-list based on the demand and immediacy of the requests. Once 
you understand the timeline of updating your organization’s requests, you may wish to alter the prioritization of items on your list 
based on the speed or cost at which the provider can perform the updates. This understanding goes directly back to keeping open 
lines of communication and helps avoid misunderstandings and frustration. 

“A well-designed product will enable a significant amount of self-configuration by the 
client, but there will be times when the vendor will need to do this work.”

Additionally, if your ATS provider has a customer advisory panel, ask to join. Participation in this group will allow you to be involved 
more readily with potential, future enhancements and add your voice to the development and evolution of the software.

Summary
The fact is, purchasing and implementing a new software system that is critical to the core of your talent acquisition or business, is 
a significant investment of money, as well as time. So, before you go shopping for new software, be sure you completed your due 
diligence investigating the functionality and core competencies of your current software and provider. Often, people don’t under-
stand all the functionality and service provisions they already have and jump the gun in deciding to make a change. Unfortunately, 
some organizations change systems because they simply didn’t communicate their needs to the current service provider. The 
correct reasons to switch providers should hinge on your experience and dissatisfaction with the customer service delivery and 
technical support, signs of no future improvements, along with software that cannot meet the needs of your business demands 
due to its limited capabilities. Don’t let poor communication or misunderstandings be the primary reasons.  

Be active and engage in training, seminars, product demonstrations, request for updates, and communicate often. Speaking with 
your provider to discuss your business and systems needs should be a pleasant experience and not a dreaded one. Nurture and 
develop the relationship you have and treat the vendor like a partner and expect them to do the same with you. A well-developed 
relationship will garner you more in the long run.

Also, researching your vendors and ascertaining their level of comprehension when it comes to your unique business demands are 
a must. How they define their partnership with clients is another area for close consideration. It’s crucial to understand how they 
define customer service, and in turn, shape their own organization’s workplace culture. This peek into their company may give you 
a preview of how they work with their clients. 

Having an established line of communication with your vendor and a Product Specialist, within your organization, who can serve as 
a conduit ensuring that information on updates, enhancements, training, etc., are presented to the stakeholders involved with the 
software is highly recommended. Additionally, as your business needs evolve, so should the software. Be sure to keep a thorough 
list of what enhancements you need and where they fall in order of importance. Supply this list to the software provider and expect 
a response from them on estimated timing. 
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Managing expectations and end-user results are essential for ensuring the software is being used to its maximum potential and 
that you’re receiving the ROI that you expect. Monitoring utilization among the user group and identifying the top performers can 
help shape the profile of successful user traits to drive your business and garner you better results. 

All major software purchases, including applicant tracking systems, are an investment. To sustain your business goals, a certain 
amount of time and attention will need to go into maintaining the software, so it continues to perform in support of your objectives.   

About Us
Advanced Personnel Systems, Inc., makers of SmartSearch® talent acquisition and staffing management software, creates quality talent 
management and applicant tracking systems to streamline sourcing, recruiting and hiring in one easy-to-use solution. We help our clients 
recruit at the speed of life and stay ahead of the curve in the ever-changing recruitment landscape. 

Contact us at info@aps2k.com and at 760.941.2800 for more information and to speak with one of our product specialists. Learn more about 
us at www.smartsearchonline.com
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Preface
If you’re like most people, you find the process of shopping for an applicant tracking 
system or any other major system a painful and dreaded experience. In my 30+ years of 
working with clients and prospects, I have learned quite a bit from them about the vetting, 
selection and onboarding process involved with acquiring new applicant tracking software. 
Their inspiration and feedback constitutes the foundation of this business guide which is 
designed to educate the buyer on what steps are required before, during and after the 
purchase. Additionally, the guide outlines best practices on what pitfalls to avoid, the 
misnomers that can lead you astray from your goal, what factors really matter, and why 
understanding your own business needs, thoroughly, will help direct you down the right 
path to a satisfied buying and end-user experience.

This guide is designed to bring structure, organization and a better understanding to the 
prospective buyer, as well as the current owner of an ATS. The sections are divided into 
three areas to help delineate the actions that should be observed and implemented and in 
what order they should occur.

In principle, the advice in this guide applies to any business software purchase and is not 
exclusive to acquiring an applicant tracking system, so please consider the principles 
discussed for your other software considerations and acquisitions. 

Part One - Understanding Why and if You Need an ATS
Starting your process with good preparation in mind is essential. It’s an extremely long, arduous and expensive process to 
implement a new system. If you don’t start the discovery and evaluation process off on the right foot, you can fall into the trap 
of a long-term software contract with underperforming functionality or service that you cannot discontinue without an early 
termination fee, along with the headache of having to repeat the entire painful buying process. 

To begin, I have seen many organizations erroneously purchase a new software system when, often, their current system could 
sufficiently provide them with what was needed. When looking for an applicant tracking system (ATS) your first job is to criti-
cally evaluate your motivations as to why you need one, and if you currently have one, why you need to change vendors. Analyz-
ing where and why the current ATS is not performing and why a new ATS is required should be for bona fide business reasons 
not driven by subjectivity. Looking objectively and pragmatically at your business needs and motivation to switch providers, or 
when making an initial purchase, are the most prominent factors to consider when shopping for a new software system. 

“When looking for an applicant tracking system (ATS) your first job is to 
critically evaluate your motivations as to why you need one, and if 

you currently have one, why you need to change vendors.”

Mind the gap
A gap analysis is a step often skipped, but one that should be top-of-mind for anyone in the market to purchase new business 
software. Start by conducting a gap analysis of your recruitment business and look objectively at what you lack with your 
current systems and processes. Understanding exactly what you need to get out of your system is a benefit you cannot ignore. 
Don’t take a generalized view of what you need, but rather granulate and define your discovery process to understand precisely 
what you need and always do this with your business objectives in mind
  

Consider your company’s present requirements, as well as anticipated future needs. For example, if your business is growing, your 
software needs to be scalable to suit your expected plans, if not, you may face needing to re-evaluate more systems down the road. 
Further, prioritizing your needs is critically important to evaluate competing systems, since no off-the-shelf software will likely satisfy all 
your requirements.  

Before you begin the product evaluation process, look objectively at your talent acquisition processes, your current software’s perfor-
mance for reliability and support along with your future goals. Without this in-depth knowledge, it will be difficult for you to adequately 
compare software products to determine which is best suited for your business goals and talent acquisition practices. I recommend 
having end-user input when defining where your current software is falling short. These individuals can provide the insight you need to 
know as part of the due diligence in your analysis. 

Also, part of the due diligence in understanding what you need for your business will help you avoid over-purchasing or under-purchas-
ing what is most needed to sustain your talent acquisition workflow and pressing business needs. 

“Start by conducting a gap analysis of your recruitment business and look objectively 
at what you lack with your current systems and processes.”

Where it goes wrong 
Many situations can alter reality leading people to rely on perception rather than fact. Over the past 30+ years, I have heard many 
subjective reasons as to why a company wants to leave their current applicant tracking software provider or to make an initial ATS 
purchase… this situation rarely ends well. Reasons that aren’t supported by a solid business case mean the decision makers bypassed a 
needs analysis, and what ultimately results is one or more of the following mistakes:
 

• creating a broad list of overly general questions, using a templated RFP, not applicable to the buyer’s organization and sent to a 
long list of (mostly) unqualified vendors 

• preemptively choosing a vendor used in the past at a previous employer
• selecting a vendor exclusively on cost versus understanding the correct value to the buyer’s organization
• opting for vendors that don’t share tips and ideas on best practices
• choosing a system based on marketing hype that doesn’t address your needs

I’ve also experienced interactions with organizations that had assigned the task of evaluating potential ATS providers to departments 
outside of the area where the end users sit, or when they gave the work to a third-party consultant. This decision can spell disaster for the 
end users and job candidates because the outcome usually doesn’t serve the end users and support the business needs of the company. 
We recommend designating one or more top performers or internal subject-matter experts who can help with the product evaluation 
process, and later serve as key points of contact to support user adoption and maximize the ongoing cost-effectiveness of the system.
 
Note: When using a third-party consultant be aware of one crucial detail. Misunderstandings and problems that can arise here are when 
the external consultancy skips the gap analysis. When it comes to using a third-party consultant, ask them to conduct the gap analysis 
of your business, and if you choose this option, you need to understand what discovery process they will use, what resources they will 
need access to inside your organization, and how long it will take them to start and finish the discovery. Further, you need to know 
upfront what is the depth of their investigation, what information they’ll be providing and how they’ll arrive at their subsequent recom-
mendations. 

The alternate option is that you conduct your own gap analysis before hiring the third-party and release the findings to them so they can 
gain a fuller understanding of your business practices and business objectives. The more information they have, the better and more 
impactful their recommendations will be.

“Reasons that aren’t supported by a solid business case mean 
the decision makers bypassed a needs analysis…”

In accordance with good communications, the first place you should take your completed gap analysis is to your existing vendor and 
discuss the results. Often your current software has the functionality you need, but unfortunately, many organizations don’t communi-
cate or ask the right questions of their vendor. The only way to determine the full scope of the software’s offering is to learn as much as 
you can to gain a fuller understanding. You should be satisfied that you have reason to explore other options and not just assume the 
grass is always greener based on the latest marketing hype of a potentially new vendor. Systems and relationships, collectively and 
separately, are never perfect. Your current vendor may be at the root of the problem, but expecting perfection from your current supplier 
and believing a new vendor will solve all your problems is a grand mistake. Look closely at where the issues lie and objectively consider if 
your business practices are hindering the system’s performance. This exercise can save you a lot of time and money in the long run. 

Further, fostering good communications with your current provider and understanding the full complement of what your system offers 
is vital for understanding what you already have at your fingertips, and I’ll address more about this in section three of this guide. 

“Often your current software has the functionality
 you need, but unfortunately, many organizations don’t communicate, 

or ask the right questions of their vendor.”

Part Two – Why Cost, True Value and Company Culture Matter 
Cost versus value
Assessing the current and future value of new software for your business, value for the money paid and value for the end users should 
be paramount in the decision-making process. 

Evaluating the intrinsic “true” value of the software is a unique experience and will vary from organization to organization; so it’s 
important to ask lots of good questions (InfoMart, 2015, “5 Questions You Need to Ask When Choosing the Perfect ATS.”) to under-
stand how the software will mesh with your unique business demands. It’s vital to ask questions specific to your company’s needs, 
but some general questions you, also, need answers to are: 

• specifics concerning the cost (e.g., priced by number of users, flat fee, annual hires)
• the frequency of software updates to include:

o the timing of notifications to adequately prepare ahead
o how and when the updates occur
o downtime involved (timing matters)
o new features and how training and information will be communicated

• the extent of resources needed by your organization to maintain a fully functioning application
• how data storage is handled and protected 
• the scope of the software implementation and what resources are required
• length and terms of the contract

Additionally, you should know what instruction is included for the initial rollout, as well as 
for future updates, product refreshers, new features and training for newly onboarded 
users, as well as software changes that address future business objectives. It’s also 
important to understand any system configuration or customization you may require to 

meet your initial and ongoing business processes and their associated costs.

“Evaluating the intrinsic “true” value of the software is a unique experience and will 
vary from organization to organization; so it’s important to ask lots of good questions to 

understand how the software will mesh with your unique business demands.”

Understanding true value 
No software is of value if the end users cannot apply it in meaningful and productive ways. Technology should enhance the user 
experience, not be an encumbrance; so, the human engineering must be in line with how you need the software to perform. Don’t let 
the vendor define your needs; it’s okay to compare product feature sets to each other, but it’s most important to evaluate the product 
functionality against your requirements to ensure you’re getting the best value for the money. If you analyzed your business at the 
beginning of the process, you know best what your business needs are. 

“Technology should enhance the user experience, not be an encumbrance; so, the human 
engineering must be in line with how you need the software to perform.”

People often become overly fixated on the appearance of the software. Beneficial functionality and speed are not easy to design but 
are the backbone of what makes for good, reliable systems. What appears flashy and sparkly in a demo doesn’t always translate into 
a rich real-world experience for the end user. Flashy should not be the focus, but consider availability, reliability, functionality, and 
responsiveness as being what’s vital. It’s essential that the end users can use the software, often all day long, without fatigue. 

If possible, implement the software you’re considering into a pilot program. If you have more than one physical location, or business 
unit, install and use it at one of the sites. You will learn a lot about the software along with the technical support and customer service 
delivery. Generally speaking, the pilot software is the off-the-shelf product so keep that in mind as you’re testing the system and 
consider the bigger picture of how the software fills your business needs and how it helps define what you want to achieve with your 
current and future business goals.
 
If a pilot program is not possible, take the time to speak with references – both top performers, and the managers who do the soft-
ware purchasing for their business; this is well worth your time. Questions may vary, but ask the managers if they conducted a busi-
ness needs analysis at the onset of their process, and be sure to inquire about any hidden costs, as well as their satisfaction with the 
service delivery. Knowing how satisfied the end users are with the software and service is valuable information. Software review sites 
such as TrustRadius and Capterra are also excellent sources of getting crowdsourced opinions about a product, company, and its 
people. It’s important to ask for references and speak with customers who are achieving success with the product in question. These 
may be power users who will give you a fair representation of how they use the product, and with that may be able to answer ques-
tions relevant to your organization. 

“What appears flashy and sparkly in a demo doesn’t always translate into a 
rich real-world experience for the end user.”

Company culture and vendor alignment 
As important as it is to evaluate the software, it’s equally important to assess the vendor and recognize the red flags that appear 
during the sales process. When evaluating vendors, take note of how carefully they listen, understand and respond to information 
about your unique business demands. If the vendor always answers, “yes,” to your questions about functionality, you should be suspi-
cious… no off-the-shelf software will do all you want.

If the vendor is listening and advising on what’s in your company’s best interest, they are taking a customer-centric approach and not 
just working to meet their own sales goals. They should be using the information from your gap analysis, which either they or you 
conducted and customizing their report back to you in a way that is specific to your unique business. 

Additionally, ask the vendor to whom they report... is the company privately held or owned and financed by outside 
investors? Who does management serve, customers or shareholders/investors? What drives their innovation? Custom-
er-driven innovation is, generally, the best because it’s like crowdsourcing. Their responses will alert you to their compa-
ny structure and indicate where customers fall on the list of priorities and importance. Also, find out what the turnover is 
like on their client roster, as well as employee turnover within the software vendor’s organization, and see what employ-
ees are writing about them on sites like Glassdoor. 

“Customer-driven innovation is, generally, the best because it’s like crowdsourcing.”

It goes without saying, but understanding how the vendor defines ongoing customer service, and technical support is 
essential. This information will help you understand both the advantages, as well as the 
limitations of their solution – and their customer focus speaks volumes about 
their own company culture and how well they work with clients. 

You need to develop a business partnership with your ATS provider, 
and any vendor for that matter. A compatible relationship is one 
of trust, honest communication, and mutual respect. 

Understanding the overall performance and service 
factors of the potential software system and vendor 
along with how they align with your company needs and 
culture are the keys to successful product selection. 
Ultimately, the functionality of the vendor’s software 
should be in line with your expectations of success for 
the present and future of your business.  

Part Three – Successful Tactics for Implementing and Maintaining 
the Software 
Managing expectations
Appropriately managing expectations during the implementation is a critical, but often, overlooked process when installing the new 
software. Management needs to take hold of the system adoption process and work with end users in a supportive manner to 
ensure the system is being used to its fullest capacity. Anticipate certain reactions around performance, ease-of-use, and results, 
and for management, this means managing those reactions by setting the bar of expectations realistically as with any new system. 
It is typical to expect some concerns and issues, so management should preemptively communicate this to their end users. There 
will be a learning curve and with that users need to be supported by leadership and encouraged to use the software and not judge 
the product hastily. Additionally, the end users will need to “unlearn” what they knew about working in the previous software while 
learning a new (and improved software product), which will not be easy for some people. Management can help by reinforcing the 
reasons why the new system is needed and how this software will solve problems that the previous software could not. 

“Management needs to take hold of the system adoption process and work with end users 
in a supportive manner to ensure the system is being used to its fullest capacity.”

Effective and open communications
As with any big purchase, nurturing and maintenance of the product are essential for its upkeep, which means you need to estab-
lish a strong line of communication, both internally and externally. Contact with your ATS provider is key, but sometimes people 
lose sight of this. The best interactions occur when the client and supplier create a mutually beneficial relationship that exhibits 
respect and cordiality. Your goal should be to form a professional, enduring, true business partnership that goes beyond vendor 
and customer. Relationships with these characteristics are meaningful because they help establish an open and receptive congeni-
ality allowing people to be more comfortable and responsive to gaining knowledge inside and outside the scope of the product. 
Considering each other “advisors” who work in collaboration to achieve mutually beneficial results will add to the longevity and 
prosperous nature of your business relationship. 

A recommended best practice is for management to assign a Product Specialist, or subject-matter expert, inside the client’s busi-
ness who is actively engaged in staying current with the vendor’s tech enhancements and in promoting use of the software pro- 
duct. Having this point-person is a legitimate role and one where someone can better facilitate communications and set up your 
organization for greater success. The Product Specialist position may need defining by management because the role takes time 
and education to execute properly, so consider the workload and compensation for this person as you decide who will be assigned 
the position.
 
A Product Specialist can serve as a conduit between management, users, the vendor, and be the go-to person when questions 
arise, or additional clarity is needed. Having a Product Specialist is also an excellent resource for management and the end users, 
as they can answer routine, fundamental questions more expeditiously rather than going to the vendor’s tech support desk. An 
added benefit is that communications will siphon through one person which reduces the chances of miscommunications or infor-
mation falling through a crack. It, also, allows the vendor to learn the working style of the client and build a relationship with the 
client to work through questions more quickly. Periodic calls with the provider and an established email chain for the transference 
of information are essential for the maintenance of the software. 

“A Product Specialist can serve as a conduit between management, users, the vendor, 
and be the go-to person when questions arise, or additional clarity is needed.”

If you chose the solutions provider that understands your business needs and aligns with your unique culture, you should expect 
your communications to evolve beneficially over the years.  

Metrics to monitor the system and promote good-user habits 
The initial gap analysis you conducted served as a guide to bring you to the selected software which best suits your business 
needs. However, to ensure you continue to receive the ROI you expect from your system, a process or a schedule of continuous 
monitoring is essential in maintaining optimal performance. In part, this observance involves oversight of the end users and how 
they are putting the software to use. Speak with your vendor for tips and ideas on what other customers are doing to optimize their 
usage and increase user adoption. 

Management should set standards for usage and promote adherence to these standards using the 
system’s data reports. Identifying those individuals, defined as top performers, is a good start in build-
ing out the successful persona. Understanding how they maximize their time and efforts in the software 
can help those who may not be using it to its fullest potential. Help users to be successful by supporting 
them with ongoing training and using identified best practices for a successful result. You may need to get 
creative and find fun ways to incentivize the end users. Incentivizing through gamification is one way to add 
interest and a sense of fun to the learning and advancement of their skills and knowledge of the system, in addition to 
helping users follow company policies and dictates on using the software.

“Identifying those individuals, defined as top performers, is a good 
start in building out the successful persona.”

In regards to understanding user and software performances, results and ROI are critical in getting the most out of your system. 
Performance reporting of the software along with the performance of the end users will help form a picture to guide you on what is 
working well and where additional customizations may be needed. A good system will allow you access to a cadre of various 
metrics. It’s an excellent way to monitor usage among your employee population and create a standard of excellence with users in 
your organization. These performance indicators identify how the human engineering is working in alliance with the individuals 
who are interacting successfully with the product, as well as identify those who are not. The only way to know if the ROI is meeting 
with your expectations is to keep a watchful eye on the numbers and adjust the predictors of the results to satisfy your business’s 
end-needs.

Updates and priorities 
Try to reserve judgment during the first few months, as you will learn much about the system and your vendor. The software should 
evolve and adjust to your unique business needs, and as time passes, you will likely have requests for updates and additional 
customization. 

Keep a close record of your organization’s list of ongoing needs, what you require, and more importantly, where these needs fall on 
the list. Prioritizing a well-thought-out and reasonable list will allow you to have critical needs addressed first without inundating 
your provider with less-critical needs which they can attend to at a future point. This proactive step ensures you maximize your list 
of priorities and allows your vendor a chance to focus on your immediate critical requests and not everything you believe you might 
need now, as well as into the far future. Conscientious software providers are continuously working on improvements to the soft-
ware, and what you consider to be a cutting-edge customization you’d like implemented at a future point, may not be a best prac-
tice at that point, nor support your business needs as you thought it might. Of course, no software will fit the exact needs of every 
client out of the box, so expect to spend time and energy configuring and customizing the product over time to meet your ongoing 
requirements. 

A well-designed product will enable a significant amount of self-configuration by the client, but there will be times when the vendor 
will need to do this work. You can expect these requests to be an additional expense, but if enough clients are requesting the same 
enhancement, a responsive provider will add it to their development queue at no cost. (Tip: Be sure to address this with the vendor 
during the evaluation process.) In turn, the vendor should provide feedback on what updates are soon to be in production, what 
they are working on currently, and what updates are on the short-list based on the demand and immediacy of the requests. Once 
you understand the timeline of updating your organization’s requests, you may wish to alter the prioritization of items on your list 
based on the speed or cost at which the provider can perform the updates. This understanding goes directly back to keeping open 
lines of communication and helps avoid misunderstandings and frustration. 

“A well-designed product will enable a significant amount of self-configuration by the 
client, but there will be times when the vendor will need to do this work.”

Additionally, if your ATS provider has a customer advisory panel, ask to join. Participation in this group will allow you to be involved 
more readily with potential, future enhancements and add your voice to the development and evolution of the software.

Summary
The fact is, purchasing and implementing a new software system that is critical to the core of your talent acquisition or business, is 
a significant investment of money, as well as time. So, before you go shopping for new software, be sure you completed your due 
diligence investigating the functionality and core competencies of your current software and provider. Often, people don’t under-
stand all the functionality and service provisions they already have and jump the gun in deciding to make a change. Unfortunately, 
some organizations change systems because they simply didn’t communicate their needs to the current service provider. The 
correct reasons to switch providers should hinge on your experience and dissatisfaction with the customer service delivery and 
technical support, signs of no future improvements, along with software that cannot meet the needs of your business demands 
due to its limited capabilities. Don’t let poor communication or misunderstandings be the primary reasons.  

Be active and engage in training, seminars, product demonstrations, request for updates, and communicate often. Speaking with 
your provider to discuss your business and systems needs should be a pleasant experience and not a dreaded one. Nurture and 
develop the relationship you have and treat the vendor like a partner and expect them to do the same with you. A well-developed 
relationship will garner you more in the long run.

Also, researching your vendors and ascertaining their level of comprehension when it comes to your unique business demands are 
a must. How they define their partnership with clients is another area for close consideration. It’s crucial to understand how they 
define customer service, and in turn, shape their own organization’s workplace culture. This peek into their company may give you 
a preview of how they work with their clients. 

Having an established line of communication with your vendor and a Product Specialist, within your organization, who can serve as 
a conduit ensuring that information on updates, enhancements, training, etc., are presented to the stakeholders involved with the 
software is highly recommended. Additionally, as your business needs evolve, so should the software. Be sure to keep a thorough 
list of what enhancements you need and where they fall in order of importance. Supply this list to the software provider and expect 
a response from them on estimated timing. 
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Managing expectations and end-user results are essential for ensuring the software is being used to its maximum potential and 
that you’re receiving the ROI that you expect. Monitoring utilization among the user group and identifying the top performers can 
help shape the profile of successful user traits to drive your business and garner you better results. 

All major software purchases, including applicant tracking systems, are an investment. To sustain your business goals, a certain 
amount of time and attention will need to go into maintaining the software, so it continues to perform in support of your objectives.   

About Us
Advanced Personnel Systems, Inc., makers of SmartSearch® talent acquisition and staffing management software, creates quality talent 
management and applicant tracking systems to streamline sourcing, recruiting and hiring in one easy-to-use solution. We help our clients 
recruit at the speed of life and stay ahead of the curve in the ever-changing recruitment landscape. 

Contact us at info@aps2k.com and at 760.941.2800 for more information and to speak with one of our product specialists. Learn more about 
us at www.smartsearchonline.com
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Preface
If you’re like most people, you find the process of shopping for an applicant tracking 
system or any other major system a painful and dreaded experience. In my 30+ years of 
working with clients and prospects, I have learned quite a bit from them about the vetting, 
selection and onboarding process involved with acquiring new applicant tracking software. 
Their inspiration and feedback constitutes the foundation of this business guide which is 
designed to educate the buyer on what steps are required before, during and after the 
purchase. Additionally, the guide outlines best practices on what pitfalls to avoid, the 
misnomers that can lead you astray from your goal, what factors really matter, and why 
understanding your own business needs, thoroughly, will help direct you down the right 
path to a satisfied buying and end-user experience.

This guide is designed to bring structure, organization and a better understanding to the 
prospective buyer, as well as the current owner of an ATS. The sections are divided into 
three areas to help delineate the actions that should be observed and implemented and in 
what order they should occur.

In principle, the advice in this guide applies to any business software purchase and is not 
exclusive to acquiring an applicant tracking system, so please consider the principles 
discussed for your other software considerations and acquisitions. 

Part One - Understanding Why and if You Need an ATS
Starting your process with good preparation in mind is essential. It’s an extremely long, arduous and expensive process to 
implement a new system. If you don’t start the discovery and evaluation process off on the right foot, you can fall into the trap 
of a long-term software contract with underperforming functionality or service that you cannot discontinue without an early 
termination fee, along with the headache of having to repeat the entire painful buying process. 

To begin, I have seen many organizations erroneously purchase a new software system when, often, their current system could 
sufficiently provide them with what was needed. When looking for an applicant tracking system (ATS) your first job is to criti-
cally evaluate your motivations as to why you need one, and if you currently have one, why you need to change vendors. Analyz-
ing where and why the current ATS is not performing and why a new ATS is required should be for bona fide business reasons 
not driven by subjectivity. Looking objectively and pragmatically at your business needs and motivation to switch providers, or 
when making an initial purchase, are the most prominent factors to consider when shopping for a new software system. 

“When looking for an applicant tracking system (ATS) your first job is to 
critically evaluate your motivations as to why you need one, and if 

you currently have one, why you need to change vendors.”

Mind the gap
A gap analysis is a step often skipped, but one that should be top-of-mind for anyone in the market to purchase new business 
software. Start by conducting a gap analysis of your recruitment business and look objectively at what you lack with your 
current systems and processes. Understanding exactly what you need to get out of your system is a benefit you cannot ignore. 
Don’t take a generalized view of what you need, but rather granulate and define your discovery process to understand precisely 
what you need and always do this with your business objectives in mind
  

Consider your company’s present requirements, as well as anticipated future needs. For example, if your business is growing, your 
software needs to be scalable to suit your expected plans, if not, you may face needing to re-evaluate more systems down the road. 
Further, prioritizing your needs is critically important to evaluate competing systems, since no off-the-shelf software will likely satisfy all 
your requirements.  

Before you begin the product evaluation process, look objectively at your talent acquisition processes, your current software’s perfor-
mance for reliability and support along with your future goals. Without this in-depth knowledge, it will be difficult for you to adequately 
compare software products to determine which is best suited for your business goals and talent acquisition practices. I recommend 
having end-user input when defining where your current software is falling short. These individuals can provide the insight you need to 
know as part of the due diligence in your analysis. 

Also, part of the due diligence in understanding what you need for your business will help you avoid over-purchasing or under-purchas-
ing what is most needed to sustain your talent acquisition workflow and pressing business needs. 

“Start by conducting a gap analysis of your recruitment business and look objectively 
at what you lack with your current systems and processes.”

Where it goes wrong 
Many situations can alter reality leading people to rely on perception rather than fact. Over the past 30+ years, I have heard many 
subjective reasons as to why a company wants to leave their current applicant tracking software provider or to make an initial ATS 
purchase… this situation rarely ends well. Reasons that aren’t supported by a solid business case mean the decision makers bypassed a 
needs analysis, and what ultimately results is one or more of the following mistakes:
 

• creating a broad list of overly general questions, using a templated RFP, not applicable to the buyer’s organization and sent to a 
long list of (mostly) unqualified vendors 

• preemptively choosing a vendor used in the past at a previous employer
• selecting a vendor exclusively on cost versus understanding the correct value to the buyer’s organization
• opting for vendors that don’t share tips and ideas on best practices
• choosing a system based on marketing hype that doesn’t address your needs

I’ve also experienced interactions with organizations that had assigned the task of evaluating potential ATS providers to departments 
outside of the area where the end users sit, or when they gave the work to a third-party consultant. This decision can spell disaster for the 
end users and job candidates because the outcome usually doesn’t serve the end users and support the business needs of the company. 
We recommend designating one or more top performers or internal subject-matter experts who can help with the product evaluation 
process, and later serve as key points of contact to support user adoption and maximize the ongoing cost-effectiveness of the system.
 
Note: When using a third-party consultant be aware of one crucial detail. Misunderstandings and problems that can arise here are when 
the external consultancy skips the gap analysis. When it comes to using a third-party consultant, ask them to conduct the gap analysis 
of your business, and if you choose this option, you need to understand what discovery process they will use, what resources they will 
need access to inside your organization, and how long it will take them to start and finish the discovery. Further, you need to know 
upfront what is the depth of their investigation, what information they’ll be providing and how they’ll arrive at their subsequent recom-
mendations. 

The alternate option is that you conduct your own gap analysis before hiring the third-party and release the findings to them so they can 
gain a fuller understanding of your business practices and business objectives. The more information they have, the better and more 
impactful their recommendations will be.

“Reasons that aren’t supported by a solid business case mean 
the decision makers bypassed a needs analysis…”

In accordance with good communications, the first place you should take your completed gap analysis is to your existing vendor and 
discuss the results. Often your current software has the functionality you need, but unfortunately, many organizations don’t communi-
cate or ask the right questions of their vendor. The only way to determine the full scope of the software’s offering is to learn as much as 
you can to gain a fuller understanding. You should be satisfied that you have reason to explore other options and not just assume the 
grass is always greener based on the latest marketing hype of a potentially new vendor. Systems and relationships, collectively and 
separately, are never perfect. Your current vendor may be at the root of the problem, but expecting perfection from your current supplier 
and believing a new vendor will solve all your problems is a grand mistake. Look closely at where the issues lie and objectively consider if 
your business practices are hindering the system’s performance. This exercise can save you a lot of time and money in the long run. 

Further, fostering good communications with your current provider and understanding the full complement of what your system offers 
is vital for understanding what you already have at your fingertips, and I’ll address more about this in section three of this guide. 

“Often your current software has the functionality
 you need, but unfortunately, many organizations don’t communicate, 

or ask the right questions of their vendor.”

Part Two – Why Cost, True Value and Company Culture Matter 
Cost versus value
Assessing the current and future value of new software for your business, value for the money paid and value for the end users should 
be paramount in the decision-making process. 

Evaluating the intrinsic “true” value of the software is a unique experience and will vary from organization to organization; so it’s 
important to ask lots of good questions (InfoMart, 2015, “5 Questions You Need to Ask When Choosing the Perfect ATS.”) to under-
stand how the software will mesh with your unique business demands. It’s vital to ask questions specific to your company’s needs, 
but some general questions you, also, need answers to are: 

• specifics concerning the cost (e.g., priced by number of users, flat fee, annual hires)
• the frequency of software updates to include:

o the timing of notifications to adequately prepare ahead
o how and when the updates occur
o downtime involved (timing matters)
o new features and how training and information will be communicated

• the extent of resources needed by your organization to maintain a fully functioning application
• how data storage is handled and protected 
• the scope of the software implementation and what resources are required
• length and terms of the contract

Additionally, you should know what instruction is included for the initial rollout, as well as 
for future updates, product refreshers, new features and training for newly onboarded 
users, as well as software changes that address future business objectives. It’s also 
important to understand any system configuration or customization you may require to 

meet your initial and ongoing business processes and their associated costs.

“Evaluating the intrinsic “true” value of the software is a unique experience and will 
vary from organization to organization; so it’s important to ask lots of good questions to 

understand how the software will mesh with your unique business demands.”

Understanding true value 
No software is of value if the end users cannot apply it in meaningful and productive ways. Technology should enhance the user 
experience, not be an encumbrance; so, the human engineering must be in line with how you need the software to perform. Don’t let 
the vendor define your needs; it’s okay to compare product feature sets to each other, but it’s most important to evaluate the product 
functionality against your requirements to ensure you’re getting the best value for the money. If you analyzed your business at the 
beginning of the process, you know best what your business needs are. 

“Technology should enhance the user experience, not be an encumbrance; so, the human 
engineering must be in line with how you need the software to perform.”

People often become overly fixated on the appearance of the software. Beneficial functionality and speed are not easy to design but 
are the backbone of what makes for good, reliable systems. What appears flashy and sparkly in a demo doesn’t always translate into 
a rich real-world experience for the end user. Flashy should not be the focus, but consider availability, reliability, functionality, and 
responsiveness as being what’s vital. It’s essential that the end users can use the software, often all day long, without fatigue. 

If possible, implement the software you’re considering into a pilot program. If you have more than one physical location, or business 
unit, install and use it at one of the sites. You will learn a lot about the software along with the technical support and customer service 
delivery. Generally speaking, the pilot software is the off-the-shelf product so keep that in mind as you’re testing the system and 
consider the bigger picture of how the software fills your business needs and how it helps define what you want to achieve with your 
current and future business goals.
 
If a pilot program is not possible, take the time to speak with references – both top performers, and the managers who do the soft-
ware purchasing for their business; this is well worth your time. Questions may vary, but ask the managers if they conducted a busi-
ness needs analysis at the onset of their process, and be sure to inquire about any hidden costs, as well as their satisfaction with the 
service delivery. Knowing how satisfied the end users are with the software and service is valuable information. Software review sites 
such as TrustRadius and Capterra are also excellent sources of getting crowdsourced opinions about a product, company, and its 
people. It’s important to ask for references and speak with customers who are achieving success with the product in question. These 
may be power users who will give you a fair representation of how they use the product, and with that may be able to answer ques-
tions relevant to your organization. 

“What appears flashy and sparkly in a demo doesn’t always translate into a 
rich real-world experience for the end user.”

Company culture and vendor alignment 
As important as it is to evaluate the software, it’s equally important to assess the vendor and recognize the red flags that appear 
during the sales process. When evaluating vendors, take note of how carefully they listen, understand and respond to information 
about your unique business demands. If the vendor always answers, “yes,” to your questions about functionality, you should be suspi-
cious… no off-the-shelf software will do all you want.

If the vendor is listening and advising on what’s in your company’s best interest, they are taking a customer-centric approach and not 
just working to meet their own sales goals. They should be using the information from your gap analysis, which either they or you 
conducted and customizing their report back to you in a way that is specific to your unique business. 

Additionally, ask the vendor to whom they report... is the company privately held or owned and financed by outside 
investors? Who does management serve, customers or shareholders/investors? What drives their innovation? Custom-
er-driven innovation is, generally, the best because it’s like crowdsourcing. Their responses will alert you to their compa-
ny structure and indicate where customers fall on the list of priorities and importance. Also, find out what the turnover is 
like on their client roster, as well as employee turnover within the software vendor’s organization, and see what employ-
ees are writing about them on sites like Glassdoor. 

“Customer-driven innovation is, generally, the best because it’s like crowdsourcing.”

It goes without saying, but understanding how the vendor defines ongoing customer service, and technical support is 
essential. This information will help you understand both the advantages, as well as the 
limitations of their solution – and their customer focus speaks volumes about 
their own company culture and how well they work with clients. 

You need to develop a business partnership with your ATS provider, 
and any vendor for that matter. A compatible relationship is one 
of trust, honest communication, and mutual respect. 

Understanding the overall performance and service 
factors of the potential software system and vendor 
along with how they align with your company needs and 
culture are the keys to successful product selection. 
Ultimately, the functionality of the vendor’s software 
should be in line with your expectations of success for 
the present and future of your business.  

Part Three – Successful Tactics for Implementing and Maintaining 
the Software 
Managing expectations
Appropriately managing expectations during the implementation is a critical, but often, overlooked process when installing the new 
software. Management needs to take hold of the system adoption process and work with end users in a supportive manner to 
ensure the system is being used to its fullest capacity. Anticipate certain reactions around performance, ease-of-use, and results, 
and for management, this means managing those reactions by setting the bar of expectations realistically as with any new system. 
It is typical to expect some concerns and issues, so management should preemptively communicate this to their end users. There 
will be a learning curve and with that users need to be supported by leadership and encouraged to use the software and not judge 
the product hastily. Additionally, the end users will need to “unlearn” what they knew about working in the previous software while 
learning a new (and improved software product), which will not be easy for some people. Management can help by reinforcing the 
reasons why the new system is needed and how this software will solve problems that the previous software could not. 

“Management needs to take hold of the system adoption process and work with end users 
in a supportive manner to ensure the system is being used to its fullest capacity.”

Effective and open communications
As with any big purchase, nurturing and maintenance of the product are essential for its upkeep, which means you need to estab-
lish a strong line of communication, both internally and externally. Contact with your ATS provider is key, but sometimes people 
lose sight of this. The best interactions occur when the client and supplier create a mutually beneficial relationship that exhibits 
respect and cordiality. Your goal should be to form a professional, enduring, true business partnership that goes beyond vendor 
and customer. Relationships with these characteristics are meaningful because they help establish an open and receptive congeni-
ality allowing people to be more comfortable and responsive to gaining knowledge inside and outside the scope of the product. 
Considering each other “advisors” who work in collaboration to achieve mutually beneficial results will add to the longevity and 
prosperous nature of your business relationship. 

A recommended best practice is for management to assign a Product Specialist, or subject-matter expert, inside the client’s busi-
ness who is actively engaged in staying current with the vendor’s tech enhancements and in promoting use of the software pro- 
duct. Having this point-person is a legitimate role and one where someone can better facilitate communications and set up your 
organization for greater success. The Product Specialist position may need defining by management because the role takes time 
and education to execute properly, so consider the workload and compensation for this person as you decide who will be assigned 
the position.
 
A Product Specialist can serve as a conduit between management, users, the vendor, and be the go-to person when questions 
arise, or additional clarity is needed. Having a Product Specialist is also an excellent resource for management and the end users, 
as they can answer routine, fundamental questions more expeditiously rather than going to the vendor’s tech support desk. An 
added benefit is that communications will siphon through one person which reduces the chances of miscommunications or infor-
mation falling through a crack. It, also, allows the vendor to learn the working style of the client and build a relationship with the 
client to work through questions more quickly. Periodic calls with the provider and an established email chain for the transference 
of information are essential for the maintenance of the software. 

“A Product Specialist can serve as a conduit between management, users, the vendor, 
and be the go-to person when questions arise, or additional clarity is needed.”

If you chose the solutions provider that understands your business needs and aligns with your unique culture, you should expect 
your communications to evolve beneficially over the years.  

Metrics to monitor the system and promote good-user habits 
The initial gap analysis you conducted served as a guide to bring you to the selected software which best suits your business 
needs. However, to ensure you continue to receive the ROI you expect from your system, a process or a schedule of continuous 
monitoring is essential in maintaining optimal performance. In part, this observance involves oversight of the end users and how 
they are putting the software to use. Speak with your vendor for tips and ideas on what other customers are doing to optimize their 
usage and increase user adoption. 

Management should set standards for usage and promote adherence to these standards using the 
system’s data reports. Identifying those individuals, defined as top performers, is a good start in build-
ing out the successful persona. Understanding how they maximize their time and efforts in the software 
can help those who may not be using it to its fullest potential. Help users to be successful by supporting 
them with ongoing training and using identified best practices for a successful result. You may need to get 
creative and find fun ways to incentivize the end users. Incentivizing through gamification is one way to add 
interest and a sense of fun to the learning and advancement of their skills and knowledge of the system, in addition to 
helping users follow company policies and dictates on using the software.

“Identifying those individuals, defined as top performers, is a good 
start in building out the successful persona.”

In regards to understanding user and software performances, results and ROI are critical in getting the most out of your system. 
Performance reporting of the software along with the performance of the end users will help form a picture to guide you on what is 
working well and where additional customizations may be needed. A good system will allow you access to a cadre of various 
metrics. It’s an excellent way to monitor usage among your employee population and create a standard of excellence with users in 
your organization. These performance indicators identify how the human engineering is working in alliance with the individuals 
who are interacting successfully with the product, as well as identify those who are not. The only way to know if the ROI is meeting 
with your expectations is to keep a watchful eye on the numbers and adjust the predictors of the results to satisfy your business’s 
end-needs.

Updates and priorities 
Try to reserve judgment during the first few months, as you will learn much about the system and your vendor. The software should 
evolve and adjust to your unique business needs, and as time passes, you will likely have requests for updates and additional 
customization. 

Keep a close record of your organization’s list of ongoing needs, what you require, and more importantly, where these needs fall on 
the list. Prioritizing a well-thought-out and reasonable list will allow you to have critical needs addressed first without inundating 
your provider with less-critical needs which they can attend to at a future point. This proactive step ensures you maximize your list 
of priorities and allows your vendor a chance to focus on your immediate critical requests and not everything you believe you might 
need now, as well as into the far future. Conscientious software providers are continuously working on improvements to the soft-
ware, and what you consider to be a cutting-edge customization you’d like implemented at a future point, may not be a best prac-
tice at that point, nor support your business needs as you thought it might. Of course, no software will fit the exact needs of every 
client out of the box, so expect to spend time and energy configuring and customizing the product over time to meet your ongoing 
requirements. 

A well-designed product will enable a significant amount of self-configuration by the client, but there will be times when the vendor 
will need to do this work. You can expect these requests to be an additional expense, but if enough clients are requesting the same 
enhancement, a responsive provider will add it to their development queue at no cost. (Tip: Be sure to address this with the vendor 
during the evaluation process.) In turn, the vendor should provide feedback on what updates are soon to be in production, what 
they are working on currently, and what updates are on the short-list based on the demand and immediacy of the requests. Once 
you understand the timeline of updating your organization’s requests, you may wish to alter the prioritization of items on your list 
based on the speed or cost at which the provider can perform the updates. This understanding goes directly back to keeping open 
lines of communication and helps avoid misunderstandings and frustration. 

“A well-designed product will enable a significant amount of self-configuration by the 
client, but there will be times when the vendor will need to do this work.”

Additionally, if your ATS provider has a customer advisory panel, ask to join. Participation in this group will allow you to be involved 
more readily with potential, future enhancements and add your voice to the development and evolution of the software.

Summary
The fact is, purchasing and implementing a new software system that is critical to the core of your talent acquisition or business, is 
a significant investment of money, as well as time. So, before you go shopping for new software, be sure you completed your due 
diligence investigating the functionality and core competencies of your current software and provider. Often, people don’t under-
stand all the functionality and service provisions they already have and jump the gun in deciding to make a change. Unfortunately, 
some organizations change systems because they simply didn’t communicate their needs to the current service provider. The 
correct reasons to switch providers should hinge on your experience and dissatisfaction with the customer service delivery and 
technical support, signs of no future improvements, along with software that cannot meet the needs of your business demands 
due to its limited capabilities. Don’t let poor communication or misunderstandings be the primary reasons.  

Be active and engage in training, seminars, product demonstrations, request for updates, and communicate often. Speaking with 
your provider to discuss your business and systems needs should be a pleasant experience and not a dreaded one. Nurture and 
develop the relationship you have and treat the vendor like a partner and expect them to do the same with you. A well-developed 
relationship will garner you more in the long run.

Also, researching your vendors and ascertaining their level of comprehension when it comes to your unique business demands are 
a must. How they define their partnership with clients is another area for close consideration. It’s crucial to understand how they 
define customer service, and in turn, shape their own organization’s workplace culture. This peek into their company may give you 
a preview of how they work with their clients. 

Having an established line of communication with your vendor and a Product Specialist, within your organization, who can serve as 
a conduit ensuring that information on updates, enhancements, training, etc., are presented to the stakeholders involved with the 
software is highly recommended. Additionally, as your business needs evolve, so should the software. Be sure to keep a thorough 
list of what enhancements you need and where they fall in order of importance. Supply this list to the software provider and expect 
a response from them on estimated timing. 
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Managing expectations and end-user results are essential for ensuring the software is being used to its maximum potential and 
that you’re receiving the ROI that you expect. Monitoring utilization among the user group and identifying the top performers can 
help shape the profile of successful user traits to drive your business and garner you better results. 

All major software purchases, including applicant tracking systems, are an investment. To sustain your business goals, a certain 
amount of time and attention will need to go into maintaining the software, so it continues to perform in support of your objectives.   

About Us
Advanced Personnel Systems, Inc., makers of SmartSearch® talent acquisition and staffing management software, creates quality talent 
management and applicant tracking systems to streamline sourcing, recruiting and hiring in one easy-to-use solution. We help our clients 
recruit at the speed of life and stay ahead of the curve in the ever-changing recruitment landscape. 

Contact us at info@aps2k.com and at 760.941.2800 for more information and to speak with one of our product specialists. Learn more about 
us at www.smartsearchonline.com
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Preface
If you’re like most people, you find the process of shopping for an applicant tracking 
system or any other major system a painful and dreaded experience. In my 30+ years of 
working with clients and prospects, I have learned quite a bit from them about the vetting, 
selection and onboarding process involved with acquiring new applicant tracking software. 
Their inspiration and feedback constitutes the foundation of this business guide which is 
designed to educate the buyer on what steps are required before, during and after the 
purchase. Additionally, the guide outlines best practices on what pitfalls to avoid, the 
misnomers that can lead you astray from your goal, what factors really matter, and why 
understanding your own business needs, thoroughly, will help direct you down the right 
path to a satisfied buying and end-user experience.

This guide is designed to bring structure, organization and a better understanding to the 
prospective buyer, as well as the current owner of an ATS. The sections are divided into 
three areas to help delineate the actions that should be observed and implemented and in 
what order they should occur.

In principle, the advice in this guide applies to any business software purchase and is not 
exclusive to acquiring an applicant tracking system, so please consider the principles 
discussed for your other software considerations and acquisitions. 

Part One - Understanding Why and if You Need an ATS
Starting your process with good preparation in mind is essential. It’s an extremely long, arduous and expensive process to 
implement a new system. If you don’t start the discovery and evaluation process off on the right foot, you can fall into the trap 
of a long-term software contract with underperforming functionality or service that you cannot discontinue without an early 
termination fee, along with the headache of having to repeat the entire painful buying process. 

To begin, I have seen many organizations erroneously purchase a new software system when, often, their current system could 
sufficiently provide them with what was needed. When looking for an applicant tracking system (ATS) your first job is to criti-
cally evaluate your motivations as to why you need one, and if you currently have one, why you need to change vendors. Analyz-
ing where and why the current ATS is not performing and why a new ATS is required should be for bona fide business reasons 
not driven by subjectivity. Looking objectively and pragmatically at your business needs and motivation to switch providers, or 
when making an initial purchase, are the most prominent factors to consider when shopping for a new software system. 

“When looking for an applicant tracking system (ATS) your first job is to 
critically evaluate your motivations as to why you need one, and if 

you currently have one, why you need to change vendors.”

Mind the gap
A gap analysis is a step often skipped, but one that should be top-of-mind for anyone in the market to purchase new business 
software. Start by conducting a gap analysis of your recruitment business and look objectively at what you lack with your 
current systems and processes. Understanding exactly what you need to get out of your system is a benefit you cannot ignore. 
Don’t take a generalized view of what you need, but rather granulate and define your discovery process to understand precisely 
what you need and always do this with your business objectives in mind
  

Consider your company’s present requirements, as well as anticipated future needs. For example, if your business is growing, your 
software needs to be scalable to suit your expected plans, if not, you may face needing to re-evaluate more systems down the road. 
Further, prioritizing your needs is critically important to evaluate competing systems, since no off-the-shelf software will likely satisfy all 
your requirements.  

Before you begin the product evaluation process, look objectively at your talent acquisition processes, your current software’s perfor-
mance for reliability and support along with your future goals. Without this in-depth knowledge, it will be difficult for you to adequately 
compare software products to determine which is best suited for your business goals and talent acquisition practices. I recommend 
having end-user input when defining where your current software is falling short. These individuals can provide the insight you need to 
know as part of the due diligence in your analysis. 

Also, part of the due diligence in understanding what you need for your business will help you avoid over-purchasing or under-purchas-
ing what is most needed to sustain your talent acquisition workflow and pressing business needs. 

“Start by conducting a gap analysis of your recruitment business and look objectively 
at what you lack with your current systems and processes.”

Where it goes wrong 
Many situations can alter reality leading people to rely on perception rather than fact. Over the past 30+ years, I have heard many 
subjective reasons as to why a company wants to leave their current applicant tracking software provider or to make an initial ATS 
purchase… this situation rarely ends well. Reasons that aren’t supported by a solid business case mean the decision makers bypassed a 
needs analysis, and what ultimately results is one or more of the following mistakes:
 

• creating a broad list of overly general questions, using a templated RFP, not applicable to the buyer’s organization and sent to a 
long list of (mostly) unqualified vendors 

• preemptively choosing a vendor used in the past at a previous employer
• selecting a vendor exclusively on cost versus understanding the correct value to the buyer’s organization
• opting for vendors that don’t share tips and ideas on best practices
• choosing a system based on marketing hype that doesn’t address your needs

I’ve also experienced interactions with organizations that had assigned the task of evaluating potential ATS providers to departments 
outside of the area where the end users sit, or when they gave the work to a third-party consultant. This decision can spell disaster for the 
end users and job candidates because the outcome usually doesn’t serve the end users and support the business needs of the company. 
We recommend designating one or more top performers or internal subject-matter experts who can help with the product evaluation 
process, and later serve as key points of contact to support user adoption and maximize the ongoing cost-effectiveness of the system.
 
Note: When using a third-party consultant be aware of one crucial detail. Misunderstandings and problems that can arise here are when 
the external consultancy skips the gap analysis. When it comes to using a third-party consultant, ask them to conduct the gap analysis 
of your business, and if you choose this option, you need to understand what discovery process they will use, what resources they will 
need access to inside your organization, and how long it will take them to start and finish the discovery. Further, you need to know 
upfront what is the depth of their investigation, what information they’ll be providing and how they’ll arrive at their subsequent recom-
mendations. 

The alternate option is that you conduct your own gap analysis before hiring the third-party and release the findings to them so they can 
gain a fuller understanding of your business practices and business objectives. The more information they have, the better and more 
impactful their recommendations will be.

“Reasons that aren’t supported by a solid business case mean 
the decision makers bypassed a needs analysis…”

In accordance with good communications, the first place you should take your completed gap analysis is to your existing vendor and 
discuss the results. Often your current software has the functionality you need, but unfortunately, many organizations don’t communi-
cate or ask the right questions of their vendor. The only way to determine the full scope of the software’s offering is to learn as much as 
you can to gain a fuller understanding. You should be satisfied that you have reason to explore other options and not just assume the 
grass is always greener based on the latest marketing hype of a potentially new vendor. Systems and relationships, collectively and 
separately, are never perfect. Your current vendor may be at the root of the problem, but expecting perfection from your current supplier 
and believing a new vendor will solve all your problems is a grand mistake. Look closely at where the issues lie and objectively consider if 
your business practices are hindering the system’s performance. This exercise can save you a lot of time and money in the long run. 

Further, fostering good communications with your current provider and understanding the full complement of what your system offers 
is vital for understanding what you already have at your fingertips, and I’ll address more about this in section three of this guide. 

“Often your current software has the functionality
 you need, but unfortunately, many organizations don’t communicate, 

or ask the right questions of their vendor.”

Part Two – Why Cost, True Value and Company Culture Matter 
Cost versus value
Assessing the current and future value of new software for your business, value for the money paid and value for the end users should 
be paramount in the decision-making process. 

Evaluating the intrinsic “true” value of the software is a unique experience and will vary from organization to organization; so it’s 
important to ask lots of good questions (InfoMart, 2015, “5 Questions You Need to Ask When Choosing the Perfect ATS.”) to under-
stand how the software will mesh with your unique business demands. It’s vital to ask questions specific to your company’s needs, 
but some general questions you, also, need answers to are: 

• specifics concerning the cost (e.g., priced by number of users, flat fee, annual hires)
• the frequency of software updates to include:

o the timing of notifications to adequately prepare ahead
o how and when the updates occur
o downtime involved (timing matters)
o new features and how training and information will be communicated

• the extent of resources needed by your organization to maintain a fully functioning application
• how data storage is handled and protected 
• the scope of the software implementation and what resources are required
• length and terms of the contract

Additionally, you should know what instruction is included for the initial rollout, as well as 
for future updates, product refreshers, new features and training for newly onboarded 
users, as well as software changes that address future business objectives. It’s also 
important to understand any system configuration or customization you may require to 

meet your initial and ongoing business processes and their associated costs.

“Evaluating the intrinsic “true” value of the software is a unique experience and will 
vary from organization to organization; so it’s important to ask lots of good questions to 

understand how the software will mesh with your unique business demands.”

Understanding true value 
No software is of value if the end users cannot apply it in meaningful and productive ways. Technology should enhance the user 
experience, not be an encumbrance; so, the human engineering must be in line with how you need the software to perform. Don’t let 
the vendor define your needs; it’s okay to compare product feature sets to each other, but it’s most important to evaluate the product 
functionality against your requirements to ensure you’re getting the best value for the money. If you analyzed your business at the 
beginning of the process, you know best what your business needs are. 

“Technology should enhance the user experience, not be an encumbrance; so, the human 
engineering must be in line with how you need the software to perform.”

People often become overly fixated on the appearance of the software. Beneficial functionality and speed are not easy to design but 
are the backbone of what makes for good, reliable systems. What appears flashy and sparkly in a demo doesn’t always translate into 
a rich real-world experience for the end user. Flashy should not be the focus, but consider availability, reliability, functionality, and 
responsiveness as being what’s vital. It’s essential that the end users can use the software, often all day long, without fatigue. 

If possible, implement the software you’re considering into a pilot program. If you have more than one physical location, or business 
unit, install and use it at one of the sites. You will learn a lot about the software along with the technical support and customer service 
delivery. Generally speaking, the pilot software is the off-the-shelf product so keep that in mind as you’re testing the system and 
consider the bigger picture of how the software fills your business needs and how it helps define what you want to achieve with your 
current and future business goals.
 
If a pilot program is not possible, take the time to speak with references – both top performers, and the managers who do the soft-
ware purchasing for their business; this is well worth your time. Questions may vary, but ask the managers if they conducted a busi-
ness needs analysis at the onset of their process, and be sure to inquire about any hidden costs, as well as their satisfaction with the 
service delivery. Knowing how satisfied the end users are with the software and service is valuable information. Software review sites 
such as TrustRadius and Capterra are also excellent sources of getting crowdsourced opinions about a product, company, and its 
people. It’s important to ask for references and speak with customers who are achieving success with the product in question. These 
may be power users who will give you a fair representation of how they use the product, and with that may be able to answer ques-
tions relevant to your organization. 

“What appears flashy and sparkly in a demo doesn’t always translate into a 
rich real-world experience for the end user.”

Company culture and vendor alignment 
As important as it is to evaluate the software, it’s equally important to assess the vendor and recognize the red flags that appear 
during the sales process. When evaluating vendors, take note of how carefully they listen, understand and respond to information 
about your unique business demands. If the vendor always answers, “yes,” to your questions about functionality, you should be suspi-
cious… no off-the-shelf software will do all you want.

If the vendor is listening and advising on what’s in your company’s best interest, they are taking a customer-centric approach and not 
just working to meet their own sales goals. They should be using the information from your gap analysis, which either they or you 
conducted and customizing their report back to you in a way that is specific to your unique business. 

Additionally, ask the vendor to whom they report... is the company privately held or owned and financed by outside 
investors? Who does management serve, customers or shareholders/investors? What drives their innovation? Custom-
er-driven innovation is, generally, the best because it’s like crowdsourcing. Their responses will alert you to their compa-
ny structure and indicate where customers fall on the list of priorities and importance. Also, find out what the turnover is 
like on their client roster, as well as employee turnover within the software vendor’s organization, and see what employ-
ees are writing about them on sites like Glassdoor. 

“Customer-driven innovation is, generally, the best because it’s like crowdsourcing.”

It goes without saying, but understanding how the vendor defines ongoing customer service, and technical support is 
essential. This information will help you understand both the advantages, as well as the 
limitations of their solution – and their customer focus speaks volumes about 
their own company culture and how well they work with clients. 

You need to develop a business partnership with your ATS provider, 
and any vendor for that matter. A compatible relationship is one 
of trust, honest communication, and mutual respect. 

Understanding the overall performance and service 
factors of the potential software system and vendor 
along with how they align with your company needs and 
culture are the keys to successful product selection. 
Ultimately, the functionality of the vendor’s software 
should be in line with your expectations of success for 
the present and future of your business.  

Part Three – Successful Tactics for Implementing and Maintaining 
the Software 
Managing expectations
Appropriately managing expectations during the implementation is a critical, but often, overlooked process when installing the new 
software. Management needs to take hold of the system adoption process and work with end users in a supportive manner to 
ensure the system is being used to its fullest capacity. Anticipate certain reactions around performance, ease-of-use, and results, 
and for management, this means managing those reactions by setting the bar of expectations realistically as with any new system. 
It is typical to expect some concerns and issues, so management should preemptively communicate this to their end users. There 
will be a learning curve and with that users need to be supported by leadership and encouraged to use the software and not judge 
the product hastily. Additionally, the end users will need to “unlearn” what they knew about working in the previous software while 
learning a new (and improved software product), which will not be easy for some people. Management can help by reinforcing the 
reasons why the new system is needed and how this software will solve problems that the previous software could not. 

“Management needs to take hold of the system adoption process and work with end users 
in a supportive manner to ensure the system is being used to its fullest capacity.”

Effective and open communications
As with any big purchase, nurturing and maintenance of the product are essential for its upkeep, which means you need to estab-
lish a strong line of communication, both internally and externally. Contact with your ATS provider is key, but sometimes people 
lose sight of this. The best interactions occur when the client and supplier create a mutually beneficial relationship that exhibits 
respect and cordiality. Your goal should be to form a professional, enduring, true business partnership that goes beyond vendor 
and customer. Relationships with these characteristics are meaningful because they help establish an open and receptive congeni-
ality allowing people to be more comfortable and responsive to gaining knowledge inside and outside the scope of the product. 
Considering each other “advisors” who work in collaboration to achieve mutually beneficial results will add to the longevity and 
prosperous nature of your business relationship. 

A recommended best practice is for management to assign a Product Specialist, or subject-matter expert, inside the client’s busi-
ness who is actively engaged in staying current with the vendor’s tech enhancements and in promoting use of the software pro- 
duct. Having this point-person is a legitimate role and one where someone can better facilitate communications and set up your 
organization for greater success. The Product Specialist position may need defining by management because the role takes time 
and education to execute properly, so consider the workload and compensation for this person as you decide who will be assigned 
the position.
 
A Product Specialist can serve as a conduit between management, users, the vendor, and be the go-to person when questions 
arise, or additional clarity is needed. Having a Product Specialist is also an excellent resource for management and the end users, 
as they can answer routine, fundamental questions more expeditiously rather than going to the vendor’s tech support desk. An 
added benefit is that communications will siphon through one person which reduces the chances of miscommunications or infor-
mation falling through a crack. It, also, allows the vendor to learn the working style of the client and build a relationship with the 
client to work through questions more quickly. Periodic calls with the provider and an established email chain for the transference 
of information are essential for the maintenance of the software. 

“A Product Specialist can serve as a conduit between management, users, the vendor, 
and be the go-to person when questions arise, or additional clarity is needed.”

If you chose the solutions provider that understands your business needs and aligns with your unique culture, you should expect 
your communications to evolve beneficially over the years.  

Metrics to monitor the system and promote good-user habits 
The initial gap analysis you conducted served as a guide to bring you to the selected software which best suits your business 
needs. However, to ensure you continue to receive the ROI you expect from your system, a process or a schedule of continuous 
monitoring is essential in maintaining optimal performance. In part, this observance involves oversight of the end users and how 
they are putting the software to use. Speak with your vendor for tips and ideas on what other customers are doing to optimize their 
usage and increase user adoption. 

Management should set standards for usage and promote adherence to these standards using the 
system’s data reports. Identifying those individuals, defined as top performers, is a good start in build-
ing out the successful persona. Understanding how they maximize their time and efforts in the software 
can help those who may not be using it to its fullest potential. Help users to be successful by supporting 
them with ongoing training and using identified best practices for a successful result. You may need to get 
creative and find fun ways to incentivize the end users. Incentivizing through gamification is one way to add 
interest and a sense of fun to the learning and advancement of their skills and knowledge of the system, in addition to 
helping users follow company policies and dictates on using the software.

“Identifying those individuals, defined as top performers, is a good 
start in building out the successful persona.”

In regards to understanding user and software performances, results and ROI are critical in getting the most out of your system. 
Performance reporting of the software along with the performance of the end users will help form a picture to guide you on what is 
working well and where additional customizations may be needed. A good system will allow you access to a cadre of various 
metrics. It’s an excellent way to monitor usage among your employee population and create a standard of excellence with users in 
your organization. These performance indicators identify how the human engineering is working in alliance with the individuals 
who are interacting successfully with the product, as well as identify those who are not. The only way to know if the ROI is meeting 
with your expectations is to keep a watchful eye on the numbers and adjust the predictors of the results to satisfy your business’s 
end-needs.

Updates and priorities 
Try to reserve judgment during the first few months, as you will learn much about the system and your vendor. The software should 
evolve and adjust to your unique business needs, and as time passes, you will likely have requests for updates and additional 
customization. 

Keep a close record of your organization’s list of ongoing needs, what you require, and more importantly, where these needs fall on 
the list. Prioritizing a well-thought-out and reasonable list will allow you to have critical needs addressed first without inundating 
your provider with less-critical needs which they can attend to at a future point. This proactive step ensures you maximize your list 
of priorities and allows your vendor a chance to focus on your immediate critical requests and not everything you believe you might 
need now, as well as into the far future. Conscientious software providers are continuously working on improvements to the soft-
ware, and what you consider to be a cutting-edge customization you’d like implemented at a future point, may not be a best prac-
tice at that point, nor support your business needs as you thought it might. Of course, no software will fit the exact needs of every 
client out of the box, so expect to spend time and energy configuring and customizing the product over time to meet your ongoing 
requirements. 

A well-designed product will enable a significant amount of self-configuration by the client, but there will be times when the vendor 
will need to do this work. You can expect these requests to be an additional expense, but if enough clients are requesting the same 
enhancement, a responsive provider will add it to their development queue at no cost. (Tip: Be sure to address this with the vendor 
during the evaluation process.) In turn, the vendor should provide feedback on what updates are soon to be in production, what 
they are working on currently, and what updates are on the short-list based on the demand and immediacy of the requests. Once 
you understand the timeline of updating your organization’s requests, you may wish to alter the prioritization of items on your list 
based on the speed or cost at which the provider can perform the updates. This understanding goes directly back to keeping open 
lines of communication and helps avoid misunderstandings and frustration. 

“A well-designed product will enable a significant amount of self-configuration by the 
client, but there will be times when the vendor will need to do this work.”

Additionally, if your ATS provider has a customer advisory panel, ask to join. Participation in this group will allow you to be involved 
more readily with potential, future enhancements and add your voice to the development and evolution of the software.

Summary
The fact is, purchasing and implementing a new software system that is critical to the core of your talent acquisition or business, is 
a significant investment of money, as well as time. So, before you go shopping for new software, be sure you completed your due 
diligence investigating the functionality and core competencies of your current software and provider. Often, people don’t under-
stand all the functionality and service provisions they already have and jump the gun in deciding to make a change. Unfortunately, 
some organizations change systems because they simply didn’t communicate their needs to the current service provider. The 
correct reasons to switch providers should hinge on your experience and dissatisfaction with the customer service delivery and 
technical support, signs of no future improvements, along with software that cannot meet the needs of your business demands 
due to its limited capabilities. Don’t let poor communication or misunderstandings be the primary reasons.  

Be active and engage in training, seminars, product demonstrations, request for updates, and communicate often. Speaking with 
your provider to discuss your business and systems needs should be a pleasant experience and not a dreaded one. Nurture and 
develop the relationship you have and treat the vendor like a partner and expect them to do the same with you. A well-developed 
relationship will garner you more in the long run.

Also, researching your vendors and ascertaining their level of comprehension when it comes to your unique business demands are 
a must. How they define their partnership with clients is another area for close consideration. It’s crucial to understand how they 
define customer service, and in turn, shape their own organization’s workplace culture. This peek into their company may give you 
a preview of how they work with their clients. 

Having an established line of communication with your vendor and a Product Specialist, within your organization, who can serve as 
a conduit ensuring that information on updates, enhancements, training, etc., are presented to the stakeholders involved with the 
software is highly recommended. Additionally, as your business needs evolve, so should the software. Be sure to keep a thorough 
list of what enhancements you need and where they fall in order of importance. Supply this list to the software provider and expect 
a response from them on estimated timing. 
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Managing expectations and end-user results are essential for ensuring the software is being used to its maximum potential and 
that you’re receiving the ROI that you expect. Monitoring utilization among the user group and identifying the top performers can 
help shape the profile of successful user traits to drive your business and garner you better results. 

All major software purchases, including applicant tracking systems, are an investment. To sustain your business goals, a certain 
amount of time and attention will need to go into maintaining the software, so it continues to perform in support of your objectives.   

About Us
Advanced Personnel Systems, Inc., makers of SmartSearch® talent acquisition and staffing management software, creates quality talent 
management and applicant tracking systems to streamline sourcing, recruiting and hiring in one easy-to-use solution. We help our clients 
recruit at the speed of life and stay ahead of the curve in the ever-changing recruitment landscape. 

Contact us at info@aps2k.com and at 760.941.2800 for more information and to speak with one of our product specialists. Learn more about 
us at www.smartsearchonline.com
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Preface
If you’re like most people, you find the process of shopping for an applicant tracking 
system or any other major system a painful and dreaded experience. In my 30+ years of 
working with clients and prospects, I have learned quite a bit from them about the vetting, 
selection and onboarding process involved with acquiring new applicant tracking software. 
Their inspiration and feedback constitutes the foundation of this business guide which is 
designed to educate the buyer on what steps are required before, during and after the 
purchase. Additionally, the guide outlines best practices on what pitfalls to avoid, the 
misnomers that can lead you astray from your goal, what factors really matter, and why 
understanding your own business needs, thoroughly, will help direct you down the right 
path to a satisfied buying and end-user experience.

This guide is designed to bring structure, organization and a better understanding to the 
prospective buyer, as well as the current owner of an ATS. The sections are divided into 
three areas to help delineate the actions that should be observed and implemented and in 
what order they should occur.

In principle, the advice in this guide applies to any business software purchase and is not 
exclusive to acquiring an applicant tracking system, so please consider the principles 
discussed for your other software considerations and acquisitions. 

Part One - Understanding Why and if You Need an ATS
Starting your process with good preparation in mind is essential. It’s an extremely long, arduous and expensive process to 
implement a new system. If you don’t start the discovery and evaluation process off on the right foot, you can fall into the trap 
of a long-term software contract with underperforming functionality or service that you cannot discontinue without an early 
termination fee, along with the headache of having to repeat the entire painful buying process. 

To begin, I have seen many organizations erroneously purchase a new software system when, often, their current system could 
sufficiently provide them with what was needed. When looking for an applicant tracking system (ATS) your first job is to criti-
cally evaluate your motivations as to why you need one, and if you currently have one, why you need to change vendors. Analyz-
ing where and why the current ATS is not performing and why a new ATS is required should be for bona fide business reasons 
not driven by subjectivity. Looking objectively and pragmatically at your business needs and motivation to switch providers, or 
when making an initial purchase, are the most prominent factors to consider when shopping for a new software system. 

“When looking for an applicant tracking system (ATS) your first job is to 
critically evaluate your motivations as to why you need one, and if 

you currently have one, why you need to change vendors.”

Mind the gap
A gap analysis is a step often skipped, but one that should be top-of-mind for anyone in the market to purchase new business 
software. Start by conducting a gap analysis of your recruitment business and look objectively at what you lack with your 
current systems and processes. Understanding exactly what you need to get out of your system is a benefit you cannot ignore. 
Don’t take a generalized view of what you need, but rather granulate and define your discovery process to understand precisely 
what you need and always do this with your business objectives in mind
  

Consider your company’s present requirements, as well as anticipated future needs. For example, if your business is growing, your 
software needs to be scalable to suit your expected plans, if not, you may face needing to re-evaluate more systems down the road. 
Further, prioritizing your needs is critically important to evaluate competing systems, since no off-the-shelf software will likely satisfy all 
your requirements.  

Before you begin the product evaluation process, look objectively at your talent acquisition processes, your current software’s perfor-
mance for reliability and support along with your future goals. Without this in-depth knowledge, it will be difficult for you to adequately 
compare software products to determine which is best suited for your business goals and talent acquisition practices. I recommend 
having end-user input when defining where your current software is falling short. These individuals can provide the insight you need to 
know as part of the due diligence in your analysis. 

Also, part of the due diligence in understanding what you need for your business will help you avoid over-purchasing or under-purchas-
ing what is most needed to sustain your talent acquisition workflow and pressing business needs. 

“Start by conducting a gap analysis of your recruitment business and look objectively 
at what you lack with your current systems and processes.”

Where it goes wrong 
Many situations can alter reality leading people to rely on perception rather than fact. Over the past 30+ years, I have heard many 
subjective reasons as to why a company wants to leave their current applicant tracking software provider or to make an initial ATS 
purchase… this situation rarely ends well. Reasons that aren’t supported by a solid business case mean the decision makers bypassed a 
needs analysis, and what ultimately results is one or more of the following mistakes:
 

• creating a broad list of overly general questions, using a templated RFP, not applicable to the buyer’s organization and sent to a 
long list of (mostly) unqualified vendors 

• preemptively choosing a vendor used in the past at a previous employer
• selecting a vendor exclusively on cost versus understanding the correct value to the buyer’s organization
• opting for vendors that don’t share tips and ideas on best practices
• choosing a system based on marketing hype that doesn’t address your needs

I’ve also experienced interactions with organizations that had assigned the task of evaluating potential ATS providers to departments 
outside of the area where the end users sit, or when they gave the work to a third-party consultant. This decision can spell disaster for the 
end users and job candidates because the outcome usually doesn’t serve the end users and support the business needs of the company. 
We recommend designating one or more top performers or internal subject-matter experts who can help with the product evaluation 
process, and later serve as key points of contact to support user adoption and maximize the ongoing cost-effectiveness of the system.
 
Note: When using a third-party consultant be aware of one crucial detail. Misunderstandings and problems that can arise here are when 
the external consultancy skips the gap analysis. When it comes to using a third-party consultant, ask them to conduct the gap analysis 
of your business, and if you choose this option, you need to understand what discovery process they will use, what resources they will 
need access to inside your organization, and how long it will take them to start and finish the discovery. Further, you need to know 
upfront what is the depth of their investigation, what information they’ll be providing and how they’ll arrive at their subsequent recom-
mendations. 

The alternate option is that you conduct your own gap analysis before hiring the third-party and release the findings to them so they can 
gain a fuller understanding of your business practices and business objectives. The more information they have, the better and more 
impactful their recommendations will be.

“Reasons that aren’t supported by a solid business case mean 
the decision makers bypassed a needs analysis…”

In accordance with good communications, the first place you should take your completed gap analysis is to your existing vendor and 
discuss the results. Often your current software has the functionality you need, but unfortunately, many organizations don’t communi-
cate or ask the right questions of their vendor. The only way to determine the full scope of the software’s offering is to learn as much as 
you can to gain a fuller understanding. You should be satisfied that you have reason to explore other options and not just assume the 
grass is always greener based on the latest marketing hype of a potentially new vendor. Systems and relationships, collectively and 
separately, are never perfect. Your current vendor may be at the root of the problem, but expecting perfection from your current supplier 
and believing a new vendor will solve all your problems is a grand mistake. Look closely at where the issues lie and objectively consider if 
your business practices are hindering the system’s performance. This exercise can save you a lot of time and money in the long run. 

Further, fostering good communications with your current provider and understanding the full complement of what your system offers 
is vital for understanding what you already have at your fingertips, and I’ll address more about this in section three of this guide. 

“Often your current software has the functionality
 you need, but unfortunately, many organizations don’t communicate, 

or ask the right questions of their vendor.”

Part Two – Why Cost, True Value and Company Culture Matter 
Cost versus value
Assessing the current and future value of new software for your business, value for the money paid and value for the end users should 
be paramount in the decision-making process. 

Evaluating the intrinsic “true” value of the software is a unique experience and will vary from organization to organization; so it’s 
important to ask lots of good questions (InfoMart, 2015, “5 Questions You Need to Ask When Choosing the Perfect ATS.”) to under-
stand how the software will mesh with your unique business demands. It’s vital to ask questions specific to your company’s needs, 
but some general questions you, also, need answers to are: 

• specifics concerning the cost (e.g., priced by number of users, flat fee, annual hires)
• the frequency of software updates to include:

o the timing of notifications to adequately prepare ahead
o how and when the updates occur
o downtime involved (timing matters)
o new features and how training and information will be communicated

• the extent of resources needed by your organization to maintain a fully functioning application
• how data storage is handled and protected 
• the scope of the software implementation and what resources are required
• length and terms of the contract

Additionally, you should know what instruction is included for the initial rollout, as well as 
for future updates, product refreshers, new features and training for newly onboarded 
users, as well as software changes that address future business objectives. It’s also 
important to understand any system configuration or customization you may require to 

meet your initial and ongoing business processes and their associated costs.

“Evaluating the intrinsic “true” value of the software is a unique experience and will 
vary from organization to organization; so it’s important to ask lots of good questions to 

understand how the software will mesh with your unique business demands.”

Understanding true value 
No software is of value if the end users cannot apply it in meaningful and productive ways. Technology should enhance the user 
experience, not be an encumbrance; so, the human engineering must be in line with how you need the software to perform. Don’t let 
the vendor define your needs; it’s okay to compare product feature sets to each other, but it’s most important to evaluate the product 
functionality against your requirements to ensure you’re getting the best value for the money. If you analyzed your business at the 
beginning of the process, you know best what your business needs are. 

“Technology should enhance the user experience, not be an encumbrance; so, the human 
engineering must be in line with how you need the software to perform.”

People often become overly fixated on the appearance of the software. Beneficial functionality and speed are not easy to design but 
are the backbone of what makes for good, reliable systems. What appears flashy and sparkly in a demo doesn’t always translate into 
a rich real-world experience for the end user. Flashy should not be the focus, but consider availability, reliability, functionality, and 
responsiveness as being what’s vital. It’s essential that the end users can use the software, often all day long, without fatigue. 

If possible, implement the software you’re considering into a pilot program. If you have more than one physical location, or business 
unit, install and use it at one of the sites. You will learn a lot about the software along with the technical support and customer service 
delivery. Generally speaking, the pilot software is the off-the-shelf product so keep that in mind as you’re testing the system and 
consider the bigger picture of how the software fills your business needs and how it helps define what you want to achieve with your 
current and future business goals.
 
If a pilot program is not possible, take the time to speak with references – both top performers, and the managers who do the soft-
ware purchasing for their business; this is well worth your time. Questions may vary, but ask the managers if they conducted a busi-
ness needs analysis at the onset of their process, and be sure to inquire about any hidden costs, as well as their satisfaction with the 
service delivery. Knowing how satisfied the end users are with the software and service is valuable information. Software review sites 
such as TrustRadius and Capterra are also excellent sources of getting crowdsourced opinions about a product, company, and its 
people. It’s important to ask for references and speak with customers who are achieving success with the product in question. These 
may be power users who will give you a fair representation of how they use the product, and with that may be able to answer ques-
tions relevant to your organization. 

“What appears flashy and sparkly in a demo doesn’t always translate into a 
rich real-world experience for the end user.”

Company culture and vendor alignment 
As important as it is to evaluate the software, it’s equally important to assess the vendor and recognize the red flags that appear 
during the sales process. When evaluating vendors, take note of how carefully they listen, understand and respond to information 
about your unique business demands. If the vendor always answers, “yes,” to your questions about functionality, you should be suspi-
cious… no off-the-shelf software will do all you want.

If the vendor is listening and advising on what’s in your company’s best interest, they are taking a customer-centric approach and not 
just working to meet their own sales goals. They should be using the information from your gap analysis, which either they or you 
conducted and customizing their report back to you in a way that is specific to your unique business. 

Additionally, ask the vendor to whom they report... is the company privately held or owned and financed by outside 
investors? Who does management serve, customers or shareholders/investors? What drives their innovation? Custom-
er-driven innovation is, generally, the best because it’s like crowdsourcing. Their responses will alert you to their compa-
ny structure and indicate where customers fall on the list of priorities and importance. Also, find out what the turnover is 
like on their client roster, as well as employee turnover within the software vendor’s organization, and see what employ-
ees are writing about them on sites like Glassdoor. 

“Customer-driven innovation is, generally, the best because it’s like crowdsourcing.”

It goes without saying, but understanding how the vendor defines ongoing customer service, and technical support is 
essential. This information will help you understand both the advantages, as well as the 
limitations of their solution – and their customer focus speaks volumes about 
their own company culture and how well they work with clients. 

You need to develop a business partnership with your ATS provider, 
and any vendor for that matter. A compatible relationship is one 
of trust, honest communication, and mutual respect. 

Understanding the overall performance and service 
factors of the potential software system and vendor 
along with how they align with your company needs and 
culture are the keys to successful product selection. 
Ultimately, the functionality of the vendor’s software 
should be in line with your expectations of success for 
the present and future of your business.  

Part Three – Successful Tactics for Implementing and Maintaining 
the Software 
Managing expectations
Appropriately managing expectations during the implementation is a critical, but often, overlooked process when installing the new 
software. Management needs to take hold of the system adoption process and work with end users in a supportive manner to 
ensure the system is being used to its fullest capacity. Anticipate certain reactions around performance, ease-of-use, and results, 
and for management, this means managing those reactions by setting the bar of expectations realistically as with any new system. 
It is typical to expect some concerns and issues, so management should preemptively communicate this to their end users. There 
will be a learning curve and with that users need to be supported by leadership and encouraged to use the software and not judge 
the product hastily. Additionally, the end users will need to “unlearn” what they knew about working in the previous software while 
learning a new (and improved software product), which will not be easy for some people. Management can help by reinforcing the 
reasons why the new system is needed and how this software will solve problems that the previous software could not. 

“Management needs to take hold of the system adoption process and work with end users 
in a supportive manner to ensure the system is being used to its fullest capacity.”

Effective and open communications
As with any big purchase, nurturing and maintenance of the product are essential for its upkeep, which means you need to estab-
lish a strong line of communication, both internally and externally. Contact with your ATS provider is key, but sometimes people 
lose sight of this. The best interactions occur when the client and supplier create a mutually beneficial relationship that exhibits 
respect and cordiality. Your goal should be to form a professional, enduring, true business partnership that goes beyond vendor 
and customer. Relationships with these characteristics are meaningful because they help establish an open and receptive congeni-
ality allowing people to be more comfortable and responsive to gaining knowledge inside and outside the scope of the product. 
Considering each other “advisors” who work in collaboration to achieve mutually beneficial results will add to the longevity and 
prosperous nature of your business relationship. 

A recommended best practice is for management to assign a Product Specialist, or subject-matter expert, inside the client’s busi-
ness who is actively engaged in staying current with the vendor’s tech enhancements and in promoting use of the software pro- 
duct. Having this point-person is a legitimate role and one where someone can better facilitate communications and set up your 
organization for greater success. The Product Specialist position may need defining by management because the role takes time 
and education to execute properly, so consider the workload and compensation for this person as you decide who will be assigned 
the position.
 
A Product Specialist can serve as a conduit between management, users, the vendor, and be the go-to person when questions 
arise, or additional clarity is needed. Having a Product Specialist is also an excellent resource for management and the end users, 
as they can answer routine, fundamental questions more expeditiously rather than going to the vendor’s tech support desk. An 
added benefit is that communications will siphon through one person which reduces the chances of miscommunications or infor-
mation falling through a crack. It, also, allows the vendor to learn the working style of the client and build a relationship with the 
client to work through questions more quickly. Periodic calls with the provider and an established email chain for the transference 
of information are essential for the maintenance of the software. 

“A Product Specialist can serve as a conduit between management, users, the vendor, 
and be the go-to person when questions arise, or additional clarity is needed.”

If you chose the solutions provider that understands your business needs and aligns with your unique culture, you should expect 
your communications to evolve beneficially over the years.  

Metrics to monitor the system and promote good-user habits 
The initial gap analysis you conducted served as a guide to bring you to the selected software which best suits your business 
needs. However, to ensure you continue to receive the ROI you expect from your system, a process or a schedule of continuous 
monitoring is essential in maintaining optimal performance. In part, this observance involves oversight of the end users and how 
they are putting the software to use. Speak with your vendor for tips and ideas on what other customers are doing to optimize their 
usage and increase user adoption. 

Management should set standards for usage and promote adherence to these standards using the 
system’s data reports. Identifying those individuals, defined as top performers, is a good start in build-
ing out the successful persona. Understanding how they maximize their time and efforts in the software 
can help those who may not be using it to its fullest potential. Help users to be successful by supporting 
them with ongoing training and using identified best practices for a successful result. You may need to get 
creative and find fun ways to incentivize the end users. Incentivizing through gamification is one way to add 
interest and a sense of fun to the learning and advancement of their skills and knowledge of the system, in addition to 
helping users follow company policies and dictates on using the software.

“Identifying those individuals, defined as top performers, is a good 
start in building out the successful persona.”

In regards to understanding user and software performances, results and ROI are critical in getting the most out of your system. 
Performance reporting of the software along with the performance of the end users will help form a picture to guide you on what is 
working well and where additional customizations may be needed. A good system will allow you access to a cadre of various 
metrics. It’s an excellent way to monitor usage among your employee population and create a standard of excellence with users in 
your organization. These performance indicators identify how the human engineering is working in alliance with the individuals 
who are interacting successfully with the product, as well as identify those who are not. The only way to know if the ROI is meeting 
with your expectations is to keep a watchful eye on the numbers and adjust the predictors of the results to satisfy your business’s 
end-needs.

Updates and priorities 
Try to reserve judgment during the first few months, as you will learn much about the system and your vendor. The software should 
evolve and adjust to your unique business needs, and as time passes, you will likely have requests for updates and additional 
customization. 

Keep a close record of your organization’s list of ongoing needs, what you require, and more importantly, where these needs fall on 
the list. Prioritizing a well-thought-out and reasonable list will allow you to have critical needs addressed first without inundating 
your provider with less-critical needs which they can attend to at a future point. This proactive step ensures you maximize your list 
of priorities and allows your vendor a chance to focus on your immediate critical requests and not everything you believe you might 
need now, as well as into the far future. Conscientious software providers are continuously working on improvements to the soft-
ware, and what you consider to be a cutting-edge customization you’d like implemented at a future point, may not be a best prac-
tice at that point, nor support your business needs as you thought it might. Of course, no software will fit the exact needs of every 
client out of the box, so expect to spend time and energy configuring and customizing the product over time to meet your ongoing 
requirements. 

A well-designed product will enable a significant amount of self-configuration by the client, but there will be times when the vendor 
will need to do this work. You can expect these requests to be an additional expense, but if enough clients are requesting the same 
enhancement, a responsive provider will add it to their development queue at no cost. (Tip: Be sure to address this with the vendor 
during the evaluation process.) In turn, the vendor should provide feedback on what updates are soon to be in production, what 
they are working on currently, and what updates are on the short-list based on the demand and immediacy of the requests. Once 
you understand the timeline of updating your organization’s requests, you may wish to alter the prioritization of items on your list 
based on the speed or cost at which the provider can perform the updates. This understanding goes directly back to keeping open 
lines of communication and helps avoid misunderstandings and frustration. 

“A well-designed product will enable a significant amount of self-configuration by the 
client, but there will be times when the vendor will need to do this work.”

Additionally, if your ATS provider has a customer advisory panel, ask to join. Participation in this group will allow you to be involved 
more readily with potential, future enhancements and add your voice to the development and evolution of the software.

Summary
The fact is, purchasing and implementing a new software system that is critical to the core of your talent acquisition or business, is 
a significant investment of money, as well as time. So, before you go shopping for new software, be sure you completed your due 
diligence investigating the functionality and core competencies of your current software and provider. Often, people don’t under-
stand all the functionality and service provisions they already have and jump the gun in deciding to make a change. Unfortunately, 
some organizations change systems because they simply didn’t communicate their needs to the current service provider. The 
correct reasons to switch providers should hinge on your experience and dissatisfaction with the customer service delivery and 
technical support, signs of no future improvements, along with software that cannot meet the needs of your business demands 
due to its limited capabilities. Don’t let poor communication or misunderstandings be the primary reasons.  

Be active and engage in training, seminars, product demonstrations, request for updates, and communicate often. Speaking with 
your provider to discuss your business and systems needs should be a pleasant experience and not a dreaded one. Nurture and 
develop the relationship you have and treat the vendor like a partner and expect them to do the same with you. A well-developed 
relationship will garner you more in the long run.

Also, researching your vendors and ascertaining their level of comprehension when it comes to your unique business demands are 
a must. How they define their partnership with clients is another area for close consideration. It’s crucial to understand how they 
define customer service, and in turn, shape their own organization’s workplace culture. This peek into their company may give you 
a preview of how they work with their clients. 

Having an established line of communication with your vendor and a Product Specialist, within your organization, who can serve as 
a conduit ensuring that information on updates, enhancements, training, etc., are presented to the stakeholders involved with the 
software is highly recommended. Additionally, as your business needs evolve, so should the software. Be sure to keep a thorough 
list of what enhancements you need and where they fall in order of importance. Supply this list to the software provider and expect 
a response from them on estimated timing. 
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Managing expectations and end-user results are essential for ensuring the software is being used to its maximum potential and 
that you’re receiving the ROI that you expect. Monitoring utilization among the user group and identifying the top performers can 
help shape the profile of successful user traits to drive your business and garner you better results. 

All major software purchases, including applicant tracking systems, are an investment. To sustain your business goals, a certain 
amount of time and attention will need to go into maintaining the software, so it continues to perform in support of your objectives.   

About Us
Advanced Personnel Systems, Inc., makers of SmartSearch® talent acquisition and staffing management software, creates quality talent 
management and applicant tracking systems to streamline sourcing, recruiting and hiring in one easy-to-use solution. We help our clients 
recruit at the speed of life and stay ahead of the curve in the ever-changing recruitment landscape. 

Contact us at info@aps2k.com and at 760.941.2800 for more information and to speak with one of our product specialists. Learn more about 
us at www.smartsearchonline.com



www.smartsearchonline.com

SmartSearch is a registered trademark of Advanced Personnel Systems, Inc. 
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Preface
If you’re like most people, you find the process of shopping for an applicant tracking 
system or any other major system a painful and dreaded experience. In my 30+ years of 
working with clients and prospects, I have learned quite a bit from them about the vetting, 
selection and onboarding process involved with acquiring new applicant tracking software. 
Their inspiration and feedback constitutes the foundation of this business guide which is 
designed to educate the buyer on what steps are required before, during and after the 
purchase. Additionally, the guide outlines best practices on what pitfalls to avoid, the 
misnomers that can lead you astray from your goal, what factors really matter, and why 
understanding your own business needs, thoroughly, will help direct you down the right 
path to a satisfied buying and end-user experience.

This guide is designed to bring structure, organization and a better understanding to the 
prospective buyer, as well as the current owner of an ATS. The sections are divided into 
three areas to help delineate the actions that should be observed and implemented and in 
what order they should occur.

In principle, the advice in this guide applies to any business software purchase and is not 
exclusive to acquiring an applicant tracking system, so please consider the principles 
discussed for your other software considerations and acquisitions. 

Part One - Understanding Why and if You Need an ATS
Starting your process with good preparation in mind is essential. It’s an extremely long, arduous and expensive process to 
implement a new system. If you don’t start the discovery and evaluation process off on the right foot, you can fall into the trap 
of a long-term software contract with underperforming functionality or service that you cannot discontinue without an early 
termination fee, along with the headache of having to repeat the entire painful buying process. 

To begin, I have seen many organizations erroneously purchase a new software system when, often, their current system could 
sufficiently provide them with what was needed. When looking for an applicant tracking system (ATS) your first job is to criti-
cally evaluate your motivations as to why you need one, and if you currently have one, why you need to change vendors. Analyz-
ing where and why the current ATS is not performing and why a new ATS is required should be for bona fide business reasons 
not driven by subjectivity. Looking objectively and pragmatically at your business needs and motivation to switch providers, or 
when making an initial purchase, are the most prominent factors to consider when shopping for a new software system. 

“When looking for an applicant tracking system (ATS) your first job is to 
critically evaluate your motivations as to why you need one, and if 

you currently have one, why you need to change vendors.”

Mind the gap
A gap analysis is a step often skipped, but one that should be top-of-mind for anyone in the market to purchase new business 
software. Start by conducting a gap analysis of your recruitment business and look objectively at what you lack with your 
current systems and processes. Understanding exactly what you need to get out of your system is a benefit you cannot ignore. 
Don’t take a generalized view of what you need, but rather granulate and define your discovery process to understand precisely 
what you need and always do this with your business objectives in mind
  

Consider your company’s present requirements, as well as anticipated future needs. For example, if your business is growing, your 
software needs to be scalable to suit your expected plans, if not, you may face needing to re-evaluate more systems down the road. 
Further, prioritizing your needs is critically important to evaluate competing systems, since no off-the-shelf software will likely satisfy all 
your requirements.  

Before you begin the product evaluation process, look objectively at your talent acquisition processes, your current software’s perfor-
mance for reliability and support along with your future goals. Without this in-depth knowledge, it will be difficult for you to adequately 
compare software products to determine which is best suited for your business goals and talent acquisition practices. I recommend 
having end-user input when defining where your current software is falling short. These individuals can provide the insight you need to 
know as part of the due diligence in your analysis. 

Also, part of the due diligence in understanding what you need for your business will help you avoid over-purchasing or under-purchas-
ing what is most needed to sustain your talent acquisition workflow and pressing business needs. 

“Start by conducting a gap analysis of your recruitment business and look objectively 
at what you lack with your current systems and processes.”

Where it goes wrong 
Many situations can alter reality leading people to rely on perception rather than fact. Over the past 30+ years, I have heard many 
subjective reasons as to why a company wants to leave their current applicant tracking software provider or to make an initial ATS 
purchase… this situation rarely ends well. Reasons that aren’t supported by a solid business case mean the decision makers bypassed a 
needs analysis, and what ultimately results is one or more of the following mistakes:
 

• creating a broad list of overly general questions, using a templated RFP, not applicable to the buyer’s organization and sent to a 
long list of (mostly) unqualified vendors 

• preemptively choosing a vendor used in the past at a previous employer
• selecting a vendor exclusively on cost versus understanding the correct value to the buyer’s organization
• opting for vendors that don’t share tips and ideas on best practices
• choosing a system based on marketing hype that doesn’t address your needs

I’ve also experienced interactions with organizations that had assigned the task of evaluating potential ATS providers to departments 
outside of the area where the end users sit, or when they gave the work to a third-party consultant. This decision can spell disaster for the 
end users and job candidates because the outcome usually doesn’t serve the end users and support the business needs of the company. 
We recommend designating one or more top performers or internal subject-matter experts who can help with the product evaluation 
process, and later serve as key points of contact to support user adoption and maximize the ongoing cost-effectiveness of the system.
 
Note: When using a third-party consultant be aware of one crucial detail. Misunderstandings and problems that can arise here are when 
the external consultancy skips the gap analysis. When it comes to using a third-party consultant, ask them to conduct the gap analysis 
of your business, and if you choose this option, you need to understand what discovery process they will use, what resources they will 
need access to inside your organization, and how long it will take them to start and finish the discovery. Further, you need to know 
upfront what is the depth of their investigation, what information they’ll be providing and how they’ll arrive at their subsequent recom-
mendations. 

The alternate option is that you conduct your own gap analysis before hiring the third-party and release the findings to them so they can 
gain a fuller understanding of your business practices and business objectives. The more information they have, the better and more 
impactful their recommendations will be.

“Reasons that aren’t supported by a solid business case mean 
the decision makers bypassed a needs analysis…”

In accordance with good communications, the first place you should take your completed gap analysis is to your existing vendor and 
discuss the results. Often your current software has the functionality you need, but unfortunately, many organizations don’t communi-
cate or ask the right questions of their vendor. The only way to determine the full scope of the software’s offering is to learn as much as 
you can to gain a fuller understanding. You should be satisfied that you have reason to explore other options and not just assume the 
grass is always greener based on the latest marketing hype of a potentially new vendor. Systems and relationships, collectively and 
separately, are never perfect. Your current vendor may be at the root of the problem, but expecting perfection from your current supplier 
and believing a new vendor will solve all your problems is a grand mistake. Look closely at where the issues lie and objectively consider if 
your business practices are hindering the system’s performance. This exercise can save you a lot of time and money in the long run. 

Further, fostering good communications with your current provider and understanding the full complement of what your system offers 
is vital for understanding what you already have at your fingertips, and I’ll address more about this in section three of this guide. 

“Often your current software has the functionality
 you need, but unfortunately, many organizations don’t communicate, 

or ask the right questions of their vendor.”

Part Two – Why Cost, True Value and Company Culture Matter 
Cost versus value
Assessing the current and future value of new software for your business, value for the money paid and value for the end users should 
be paramount in the decision-making process. 

Evaluating the intrinsic “true” value of the software is a unique experience and will vary from organization to organization; so it’s 
important to ask lots of good questions (InfoMart, 2015, “5 Questions You Need to Ask When Choosing the Perfect ATS.”) to under-
stand how the software will mesh with your unique business demands. It’s vital to ask questions specific to your company’s needs, 
but some general questions you, also, need answers to are: 

• specifics concerning the cost (e.g., priced by number of users, flat fee, annual hires)
• the frequency of software updates to include:

o the timing of notifications to adequately prepare ahead
o how and when the updates occur
o downtime involved (timing matters)
o new features and how training and information will be communicated

• the extent of resources needed by your organization to maintain a fully functioning application
• how data storage is handled and protected 
• the scope of the software implementation and what resources are required
• length and terms of the contract

Additionally, you should know what instruction is included for the initial rollout, as well as 
for future updates, product refreshers, new features and training for newly onboarded 
users, as well as software changes that address future business objectives. It’s also 
important to understand any system configuration or customization you may require to 

meet your initial and ongoing business processes and their associated costs.

“Evaluating the intrinsic “true” value of the software is a unique experience and will 
vary from organization to organization; so it’s important to ask lots of good questions to 

understand how the software will mesh with your unique business demands.”

Understanding true value 
No software is of value if the end users cannot apply it in meaningful and productive ways. Technology should enhance the user 
experience, not be an encumbrance; so, the human engineering must be in line with how you need the software to perform. Don’t let 
the vendor define your needs; it’s okay to compare product feature sets to each other, but it’s most important to evaluate the product 
functionality against your requirements to ensure you’re getting the best value for the money. If you analyzed your business at the 
beginning of the process, you know best what your business needs are. 

“Technology should enhance the user experience, not be an encumbrance; so, the human 
engineering must be in line with how you need the software to perform.”

People often become overly fixated on the appearance of the software. Beneficial functionality and speed are not easy to design but 
are the backbone of what makes for good, reliable systems. What appears flashy and sparkly in a demo doesn’t always translate into 
a rich real-world experience for the end user. Flashy should not be the focus, but consider availability, reliability, functionality, and 
responsiveness as being what’s vital. It’s essential that the end users can use the software, often all day long, without fatigue. 

If possible, implement the software you’re considering into a pilot program. If you have more than one physical location, or business 
unit, install and use it at one of the sites. You will learn a lot about the software along with the technical support and customer service 
delivery. Generally speaking, the pilot software is the off-the-shelf product so keep that in mind as you’re testing the system and 
consider the bigger picture of how the software fills your business needs and how it helps define what you want to achieve with your 
current and future business goals.
 
If a pilot program is not possible, take the time to speak with references – both top performers, and the managers who do the soft-
ware purchasing for their business; this is well worth your time. Questions may vary, but ask the managers if they conducted a busi-
ness needs analysis at the onset of their process, and be sure to inquire about any hidden costs, as well as their satisfaction with the 
service delivery. Knowing how satisfied the end users are with the software and service is valuable information. Software review sites 
such as TrustRadius and Capterra are also excellent sources of getting crowdsourced opinions about a product, company, and its 
people. It’s important to ask for references and speak with customers who are achieving success with the product in question. These 
may be power users who will give you a fair representation of how they use the product, and with that may be able to answer ques-
tions relevant to your organization. 

“What appears flashy and sparkly in a demo doesn’t always translate into a 
rich real-world experience for the end user.”

Company culture and vendor alignment 
As important as it is to evaluate the software, it’s equally important to assess the vendor and recognize the red flags that appear 
during the sales process. When evaluating vendors, take note of how carefully they listen, understand and respond to information 
about your unique business demands. If the vendor always answers, “yes,” to your questions about functionality, you should be suspi-
cious… no off-the-shelf software will do all you want.

If the vendor is listening and advising on what’s in your company’s best interest, they are taking a customer-centric approach and not 
just working to meet their own sales goals. They should be using the information from your gap analysis, which either they or you 
conducted and customizing their report back to you in a way that is specific to your unique business. 

Additionally, ask the vendor to whom they report... is the company privately held or owned and financed by outside 
investors? Who does management serve, customers or shareholders/investors? What drives their innovation? Custom-
er-driven innovation is, generally, the best because it’s like crowdsourcing. Their responses will alert you to their compa-
ny structure and indicate where customers fall on the list of priorities and importance. Also, find out what the turnover is 
like on their client roster, as well as employee turnover within the software vendor’s organization, and see what employ-
ees are writing about them on sites like Glassdoor. 

“Customer-driven innovation is, generally, the best because it’s like crowdsourcing.”

It goes without saying, but understanding how the vendor defines ongoing customer service, and technical support is 
essential. This information will help you understand both the advantages, as well as the 
limitations of their solution – and their customer focus speaks volumes about 
their own company culture and how well they work with clients. 

You need to develop a business partnership with your ATS provider, 
and any vendor for that matter. A compatible relationship is one 
of trust, honest communication, and mutual respect. 

Understanding the overall performance and service 
factors of the potential software system and vendor 
along with how they align with your company needs and 
culture are the keys to successful product selection. 
Ultimately, the functionality of the vendor’s software 
should be in line with your expectations of success for 
the present and future of your business.  

Part Three – Successful Tactics for Implementing and Maintaining 
the Software 
Managing expectations
Appropriately managing expectations during the implementation is a critical, but often, overlooked process when installing the new 
software. Management needs to take hold of the system adoption process and work with end users in a supportive manner to 
ensure the system is being used to its fullest capacity. Anticipate certain reactions around performance, ease-of-use, and results, 
and for management, this means managing those reactions by setting the bar of expectations realistically as with any new system. 
It is typical to expect some concerns and issues, so management should preemptively communicate this to their end users. There 
will be a learning curve and with that users need to be supported by leadership and encouraged to use the software and not judge 
the product hastily. Additionally, the end users will need to “unlearn” what they knew about working in the previous software while 
learning a new (and improved software product), which will not be easy for some people. Management can help by reinforcing the 
reasons why the new system is needed and how this software will solve problems that the previous software could not. 

“Management needs to take hold of the system adoption process and work with end users 
in a supportive manner to ensure the system is being used to its fullest capacity.”

Effective and open communications
As with any big purchase, nurturing and maintenance of the product are essential for its upkeep, which means you need to estab-
lish a strong line of communication, both internally and externally. Contact with your ATS provider is key, but sometimes people 
lose sight of this. The best interactions occur when the client and supplier create a mutually beneficial relationship that exhibits 
respect and cordiality. Your goal should be to form a professional, enduring, true business partnership that goes beyond vendor 
and customer. Relationships with these characteristics are meaningful because they help establish an open and receptive congeni-
ality allowing people to be more comfortable and responsive to gaining knowledge inside and outside the scope of the product. 
Considering each other “advisors” who work in collaboration to achieve mutually beneficial results will add to the longevity and 
prosperous nature of your business relationship. 

A recommended best practice is for management to assign a Product Specialist, or subject-matter expert, inside the client’s busi-
ness who is actively engaged in staying current with the vendor’s tech enhancements and in promoting use of the software pro- 
duct. Having this point-person is a legitimate role and one where someone can better facilitate communications and set up your 
organization for greater success. The Product Specialist position may need defining by management because the role takes time 
and education to execute properly, so consider the workload and compensation for this person as you decide who will be assigned 
the position.
 
A Product Specialist can serve as a conduit between management, users, the vendor, and be the go-to person when questions 
arise, or additional clarity is needed. Having a Product Specialist is also an excellent resource for management and the end users, 
as they can answer routine, fundamental questions more expeditiously rather than going to the vendor’s tech support desk. An 
added benefit is that communications will siphon through one person which reduces the chances of miscommunications or infor-
mation falling through a crack. It, also, allows the vendor to learn the working style of the client and build a relationship with the 
client to work through questions more quickly. Periodic calls with the provider and an established email chain for the transference 
of information are essential for the maintenance of the software. 

“A Product Specialist can serve as a conduit between management, users, the vendor, 
and be the go-to person when questions arise, or additional clarity is needed.”

If you chose the solutions provider that understands your business needs and aligns with your unique culture, you should expect 
your communications to evolve beneficially over the years.  

Metrics to monitor the system and promote good-user habits 
The initial gap analysis you conducted served as a guide to bring you to the selected software which best suits your business 
needs. However, to ensure you continue to receive the ROI you expect from your system, a process or a schedule of continuous 
monitoring is essential in maintaining optimal performance. In part, this observance involves oversight of the end users and how 
they are putting the software to use. Speak with your vendor for tips and ideas on what other customers are doing to optimize their 
usage and increase user adoption. 

Management should set standards for usage and promote adherence to these standards using the 
system’s data reports. Identifying those individuals, defined as top performers, is a good start in build-
ing out the successful persona. Understanding how they maximize their time and efforts in the software 
can help those who may not be using it to its fullest potential. Help users to be successful by supporting 
them with ongoing training and using identified best practices for a successful result. You may need to get 
creative and find fun ways to incentivize the end users. Incentivizing through gamification is one way to add 
interest and a sense of fun to the learning and advancement of their skills and knowledge of the system, in addition to 
helping users follow company policies and dictates on using the software.

“Identifying those individuals, defined as top performers, is a good 
start in building out the successful persona.”

In regards to understanding user and software performances, results and ROI are critical in getting the most out of your system. 
Performance reporting of the software along with the performance of the end users will help form a picture to guide you on what is 
working well and where additional customizations may be needed. A good system will allow you access to a cadre of various 
metrics. It’s an excellent way to monitor usage among your employee population and create a standard of excellence with users in 
your organization. These performance indicators identify how the human engineering is working in alliance with the individuals 
who are interacting successfully with the product, as well as identify those who are not. The only way to know if the ROI is meeting 
with your expectations is to keep a watchful eye on the numbers and adjust the predictors of the results to satisfy your business’s 
end-needs.

Updates and priorities 
Try to reserve judgment during the first few months, as you will learn much about the system and your vendor. The software should 
evolve and adjust to your unique business needs, and as time passes, you will likely have requests for updates and additional 
customization. 

Keep a close record of your organization’s list of ongoing needs, what you require, and more importantly, where these needs fall on 
the list. Prioritizing a well-thought-out and reasonable list will allow you to have critical needs addressed first without inundating 
your provider with less-critical needs which they can attend to at a future point. This proactive step ensures you maximize your list 
of priorities and allows your vendor a chance to focus on your immediate critical requests and not everything you believe you might 
need now, as well as into the far future. Conscientious software providers are continuously working on improvements to the soft-
ware, and what you consider to be a cutting-edge customization you’d like implemented at a future point, may not be a best prac-
tice at that point, nor support your business needs as you thought it might. Of course, no software will fit the exact needs of every 
client out of the box, so expect to spend time and energy configuring and customizing the product over time to meet your ongoing 
requirements. 

A well-designed product will enable a significant amount of self-configuration by the client, but there will be times when the vendor 
will need to do this work. You can expect these requests to be an additional expense, but if enough clients are requesting the same 
enhancement, a responsive provider will add it to their development queue at no cost. (Tip: Be sure to address this with the vendor 
during the evaluation process.) In turn, the vendor should provide feedback on what updates are soon to be in production, what 
they are working on currently, and what updates are on the short-list based on the demand and immediacy of the requests. Once 
you understand the timeline of updating your organization’s requests, you may wish to alter the prioritization of items on your list 
based on the speed or cost at which the provider can perform the updates. This understanding goes directly back to keeping open 
lines of communication and helps avoid misunderstandings and frustration. 

“A well-designed product will enable a significant amount of self-configuration by the 
client, but there will be times when the vendor will need to do this work.”

Additionally, if your ATS provider has a customer advisory panel, ask to join. Participation in this group will allow you to be involved 
more readily with potential, future enhancements and add your voice to the development and evolution of the software.

Summary
The fact is, purchasing and implementing a new software system that is critical to the core of your talent acquisition or business, is 
a significant investment of money, as well as time. So, before you go shopping for new software, be sure you completed your due 
diligence investigating the functionality and core competencies of your current software and provider. Often, people don’t under-
stand all the functionality and service provisions they already have and jump the gun in deciding to make a change. Unfortunately, 
some organizations change systems because they simply didn’t communicate their needs to the current service provider. The 
correct reasons to switch providers should hinge on your experience and dissatisfaction with the customer service delivery and 
technical support, signs of no future improvements, along with software that cannot meet the needs of your business demands 
due to its limited capabilities. Don’t let poor communication or misunderstandings be the primary reasons.  

Be active and engage in training, seminars, product demonstrations, request for updates, and communicate often. Speaking with 
your provider to discuss your business and systems needs should be a pleasant experience and not a dreaded one. Nurture and 
develop the relationship you have and treat the vendor like a partner and expect them to do the same with you. A well-developed 
relationship will garner you more in the long run.

Also, researching your vendors and ascertaining their level of comprehension when it comes to your unique business demands are 
a must. How they define their partnership with clients is another area for close consideration. It’s crucial to understand how they 
define customer service, and in turn, shape their own organization’s workplace culture. This peek into their company may give you 
a preview of how they work with their clients. 

Having an established line of communication with your vendor and a Product Specialist, within your organization, who can serve as 
a conduit ensuring that information on updates, enhancements, training, etc., are presented to the stakeholders involved with the 
software is highly recommended. Additionally, as your business needs evolve, so should the software. Be sure to keep a thorough 
list of what enhancements you need and where they fall in order of importance. Supply this list to the software provider and expect 
a response from them on estimated timing. 

 True Partnerships Matter 

Managing expectations and end-user results are essential for ensuring the software is being used to its maximum potential and 
that you’re receiving the ROI that you expect. Monitoring utilization among the user group and identifying the top performers can 
help shape the profile of successful user traits to drive your business and garner you better results. 

All major software purchases, including applicant tracking systems, are an investment. To sustain your business goals, a certain 
amount of time and attention will need to go into maintaining the software, so it continues to perform in support of your objectives.   

About Us
Advanced Personnel Systems, Inc., makers of SmartSearch® talent acquisition and staffing management software, creates quality talent 
management and applicant tracking systems to streamline sourcing, recruiting and hiring in one easy-to-use solution. We help our clients 
recruit at the speed of life and stay ahead of the curve in the ever-changing recruitment landscape. 

Contact us at info@aps2k.com and at 760.941.2800 for more information and to speak with one of our product specialists. Learn more about 
us at www.smartsearchonline.com
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