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Vendor Evaluation Framework 
This workbook provides strategic frameworks for evaluating AI vendors, 
making build-versus-buy decisions, and managing AI partnerships 
effectively. Based on research showing that companies purchasing AI 
solutions succeed 67% of the time versus only 33% for internal builds, 
these frameworks help you make informed vendor strategy decisions. 
 

Strategic Question Summary (Reference) 

From Business AI Strategy: Begin Your Journey to AI Success 

Step 1: What are the biggest challenges slowing your business down right 
now? 

Step 2: Where do you spend the most time on repetitive or manual tasks? 

Step 3: How do your employees or customers currently get answers to 
questions - and what frustrates them about it? 

Step 4: If you had a “smart assistant” that could take work off your 
team's plate, what jobs would you want it to do first? 

Step 5: What information do you already collect and use in your business, 
and what's hard to find when you need it? 

Step 6: When it comes to making decisions, where do you wish you had 
better insights, faster answers, or more consistency? 

Step 7: How important is it that any AI system gives a clear explanation 
for its answers, versus just being fast and useful? 

Step 8: What systems, apps, or tools are most important in your daily 
operations? 

Step 9: How do you measure success today: time saved, happier 
customers, higher revenue, fewer errors? 

https://a.co/d/eQqpM87
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Step 10: Looking 2-3 years ahead, what role do you want technology to 
play in your business - just a helper, a co-worker, or a driver of new 
growth? 
 

Strategic Vendor Evaluation Criteria 

Business Alignment Assessment 

Strategic Understanding (Critical Factor) 

� Does the vendor understand your industry and competitive 
dynamics? 

� Can they articulate how their solution addresses your specific 
business challenges? 

� Do they focus on business outcomes rather than just technical 
features? 

� Have they successfully solved similar problems for comparable 
organizations? 

� Do their case studies demonstrate measurable business impact 
rather than just technical achievements? 

Solution Fit Evaluation (High Priority) 

� Does the solution address root causes identified in your Step 1 
analysis? 

� Can it integrate with systems identified in your Step 8 
assessment? 

� Does it support the success metrics established in your Step 9 
framework? 

� Is the explainability level appropriate for your Step 7 
requirements? 

� Does it align with your long-term technology vision from Step 10? 

Implementation Approach (High Priority) 

� Do they propose systematic implementation that builds 
capabilities over time? 

� Is their timeline realistic based on your organizational 
readiness assessment? 
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� Do they include comprehensive change management and user 
adoption planning? 

� Can they demonstrate experience with implementations of 
similar complexity? 

� Do they provide clear milestones and success criteria for each 
implementation phase? 

Technical Capability Assessment 

Core AI Capabilities 

� Does the solution effectively address your specific use case 
requirements? 

� Are the AI models appropriate for your data types and 
business context? 

� Can the system handle your expected data volumes and user 
loads? 

� Does it provide the performance levels required for your 
business processes? 

� Is the technology approach sustainable as your requirements 
evolve? 

Integration and Interoperability 

� Can the solution integrate with your priority business 
systems? 

� Does it support standard APIs and data formats used in your 
environment? 

� Will it work within your existing security and compliance 
frameworks? 

� Can it scale with your business growth and changing 
requirements? 

� Does it preserve your flexibility to change or expand 
capabilities later? 

 

Data and Security Management 

� Does the vendor meet your data security and privacy 
requirements? 
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� Can they comply with relevant regulatory requirements for 
your industry? 

� Do they provide appropriate data governance and audit 
capabilities? 

� Is their data handling approach compatible with your policies? 
� Can they provide the explainability and transparency you 

need? 

Build vs. Buy Decision Matrix 

Buy Decision Indicators (Favor External Solutions) 

High-Confidence Buy Signals 

� Solution addresses well-defined business processes with clear 
success criteria 

� Multiple vendors offer mature solutions for your specific use 
case 

� Vendor expertise significantly exceeds your internal AI 
capabilities 

� Implementation timeline is critical for competitive positioning 
� Total cost of ownership favors external solution including 

maintenance and updates 

Medium-Confidence Buy Signals 

� Internal team lacks experience with this type of AI 
implementation 

� Business requirements are stable and well-understood 
� Vendor solutions provide 80%+ of needed functionality 

without customization 
� Risk of implementation failure is higher with internal 

development 
� Vendor can provide ongoing support and optimization that 

internal team cannot 
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Build Decision Indicators (Favor Internal 
Development) 

High-Confidence Build Signals 

� Solution requires unique data assets or business logic that 
creates competitive advantage 

� Vendor solutions don't adequately address your specific 
requirements 

� Internal team has strong AI development and deployment 
capabilities 

� Business requirements change frequently and require rapid 
adaptation 

� Intellectual property protection or data control is critical 
strategic requirement 

Medium-Confidence Build Signals 

� Vendor costs are significantly higher than estimated internal 
development costs 

� Integration requirements are complex and vendor solutions 
don't fit well 

� Organizational learning and capability development are 
strategic priorities 

� Existing internal systems and expertise can be leveraged 
effectively 

� Long-term control and customization flexibility are important 
business requirements 

Hybrid Approach Considerations 

Platform + Customization Strategy 

� Use vendor platform for core AI capabilities 
� Develop custom applications and integrations internally 
� Leverage vendor expertise for complex AI model development 
� Maintain control over business logic and user experience 
� Balance speed to market with strategic differentiation 
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Vendor Partnership Assessment 
Framework 

Partnership Quality Indicators 

Strategic Partnership Potential (Highest Value) 

� Vendor invests in understanding your business and industry 
deeply 

� They propose solutions that create competitive advantages for 
your organization 

� Partnership includes knowledge transfer and capability 
development for your team 

� Vendor roadmap aligns with your long-term technology 
vision and business strategy 

� Relationship includes collaborative improvement and 
optimization over time 

Transactional Relationship Indicators (Lower Value) 

� Vendor focuses primarily on selling their standard solution 
� Limited customization or adaptation to your specific business 

context 
� Minimal knowledge transfer or capability development 

included 
� Vendor roadmap doesn't consider your strategic requirements 
� Relationship is primarily support-focused rather than 

collaborative 

Vendor Maturity and Stability Assessment 

Financial and Organizational Stability 

� Company financial health and funding status appropriate for 
long-term partnership 

� Management team experience with enterprise 
implementations and partnerships 

� Customer base stability and growth indicating market 
validation 
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� Reference customers willing to discuss their experience and 
results 

� Clear business model that aligns vendor success with 
customer success 

Technology and Product Maturity 

� Solution has been deployed successfully in production 
environments 

� Product roadmap includes features and capabilities important 
to your strategy 

� Technology architecture supports scalability and future 
enhancement 

� Documentation, training, and support resources are 
comprehensive and current 

� Integration capabilities are well-developed and proven in 
similar environments 

Request for Proposal (RFP) Framework 

Strategic RFP Components 

Business Context and Objectives Section 

� Detailed description of business challenges the solution must 
address 

� Specific success criteria and measurement frameworks from 
your Step 9 analysis 

� Strategic context about competitive positioning and long-term 
objectives 

� Integration requirements based on your Step 8 system 
assessment 

� Timeline and resource constraints that affect implementation 
approach 

Solution Requirements Section 

� Functional requirements based on your discovery question 
analysis 

� Performance requirements including scalability and reliability 
expectations 
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� Integration requirements with specific systems and data 
sources 

� Security, privacy, and compliance requirements relevant to 
your industry 

� Explainability and governance requirements from your Step 7 
assessment 

Partnership and Implementation Section 

� Implementation methodology and timeline expectations 
� Training, change management, and user adoption support 

requirements 
� Knowledge transfer and capability development expectations 
� Ongoing support, maintenance, and optimization 

requirements 
� Partnership model preferences and collaboration expectations 

Vendor Response Evaluation Criteria 

Solution Fit Assessment (40% weighting) 

� How well does the proposed solution address your specific 
business challenges? 

� Does the vendor demonstrate understanding of your industry 
and competitive context? 

� Are the proposed capabilities aligned with your strategic 
requirements? 

� Does the solution integrate effectively with your existing 
systems and processes? 

Implementation Approach (30% weighting) 

� Is the proposed timeline realistic and appropriate for your 
organizational readiness? 

� Does the methodology include adequate change management 
and user adoption support? 

� Are the implementation milestones clear and measurable? 
� Does the vendor have relevant experience with similar 

implementations? 
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Partnership Value (20% weighting) 

� Does the vendor offer strategic partnership rather than just 
transactional relationship? 

� Are knowledge transfer and capability development included 
appropriately? 

� Does the vendor roadmap align with your long-term strategic 
vision? 

� Is the proposed partnership model sustainable and mutually 
beneficial? 

Commercial Terms (10% weighting) 

� Is the total cost of ownership reasonable for the expected 
business value? 

� Are the commercial terms flexible enough to adapt as 
requirements evolve? 

� Does the pricing model align with how you realize value from 
the solution? 

� Are there appropriate performance guarantees and success 
criteria included? 

Vendor Relationship Management 
Framework 

Partnership Success Criteria 

Short-term Success Indicators (0-6 months) 

� Implementation milestones achieved on schedule and within 
budget 

� User adoption rates meet or exceed expectations 
� Initial business impact metrics show positive trends 
� Vendor team demonstrates understanding of your business 

context and requirements 

Medium-term Success Indicators (6-18 months) 

� Business outcome improvements meet or exceed success 
criteria from Step 9 
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� Solution performance and reliability meet operational 
requirements 

� User satisfaction and effective utilization rates are high 
� Partnership includes proactive optimization and continuous 

improvement 

Long-term Success Indicators (18+ months) 

� Strategic competitive advantages developed through AI 
capabilities 

� Vendor relationship contributes to achievement of long-term 
technology vision 

� Partnership enables expansion to additional use cases and 
business value creation 

� Vendor investment in relationship reflects mutual strategic 
value 

Performance Management and Optimization 

Regular Review Framework 

� Monthly operational performance reviews focusing on system 
reliability and user experience 

� Quarterly business impact reviews measuring progress 
against Step 9 success criteria 

� Annual strategic alignment reviews assessing partnership 
value and future roadmap 

� Continuous feedback collection from users and stakeholders 
for optimization opportunities 

Partnership Evolution Planning 

� Regular assessment of expanding AI applications that leverage 
existing partnership 

� Evaluation of additional vendor capabilities that could create 
strategic value 

� Planning for vendor relationship changes as internal 
capabilities develop 

� Strategic planning for vendor partnership role in long-term 
competitive positioning 
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Contract and Commercial Management 

� Performance measurement against contracted service levels 
and business outcomes 

� Commercial term optimization based on actual usage patterns 
and business value 

� Contract renewal planning that reflects evolved business 
requirements and partnership value 

� Risk management planning for vendor relationship changes or 
strategic shifts 

Use this framework to ensure that vendor relationships contribute to 
strategic AI success rather than just operational efficiency, maintaining 
focus on business outcomes and competitive advantage throughout the 
partnership lifecycle. 
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About the Author 
Alan Knox brings over four decades of strategic technology leadership 
and business transformation experience to the challenge of helping 
business leaders navigate AI strategy development. His career spans the 
evolution of computing from mainframes to modern AI systems, 
providing him with a unique perspective on how transformative 
technologies create competitive advantage when implemented 
strategically. 

Alan began his technology journey while still in high school, 
programming for a Fortune 500 company in 1983. As an early adopter of 
emerging technologies, he was among the first users of the internet at 
Georgia Tech in the late 1980s, witnessing firsthand how revolutionary 
technologies transition from research curiosities to strategic business 
advantages. 

Since then, he has worked across the full spectrum of business and 
technology roles - from R&D Engineer and Chief Operating Officer to 
Professor and Strategic Consultant - giving him deep insight into both 
technical possibilities and business strategy implementation. His early 
work with machine learning, machine vision, and robotics in the 1990s 
positioned him at the forefront of AI development long before it became 
mainstream, allowing him to observe how strategic thinking determines 
technology adoption success. 

Throughout his career, Alan has led business transformation initiatives 
that combine cutting-edge technology with practical business strategy, 
always with a focus on creating competitive advantages that deliver 
measurable value. His experience spans roles as Logistics Engineer, 
Service Delivery Manager, and educator, reflecting his belief that the 
most effective technology strategies emerge from understanding both 
business priorities and implementation realities. 

Recently, his focus has been on helping organizations develop strategic 
frameworks for AI implementation in response to the industry challenge 
that over 95% of AI projects fail to deliver meaningful business impact. 
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This work led him to develop the systematic discovery methodology 
presented in Business AI Strategy. 

Alan's diverse experience includes strategic planning, competitive 
positioning, and organizational transformation across multiple industries. 
His academic experience as a professor has honed his ability to distill 
complex strategic concepts into practical frameworks that business 
leaders can implement immediately. 

Alan holds a Master of Electrical Engineering from Georgia Institute of 
Technology and maintains current certifications including AWS Solutions 
Architect Professional and Machine Learning Specialty, as well as IBM 
Machine Learning Specialist - Professional. He was recently recognized 
by DataStax as an "AI Hero" for his work with AI strategy and business 
applications. 

A passionate advocate for strategic thinking in technology adoption, Alan 
believes that disciplined business strategy is essential for organizations 
seeking to create competitive advantage through AI capabilities. He lives 
in the Raleigh, North Carolina area, where he continues to help 
organizations develop AI strategies that create sustainable business value. 

Business AI Strategy represents Alan's commitment to helping business 
leaders approach AI strategically rather than reactively, ensuring that 
organizations have the strategic frameworks needed to turn AI 
capabilities into competitive advantage. His previous book, AI 
Fundamentals: Building Technical Knowledge from the Ground Up, provides 
the technical literacy that complements the strategic thinking developed 
in this volume. 
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Also by Alan Knox 
 

Business AI Strategy: Begin Your 
Journey to AI Success 
 

Your AI transformation begins with 
asking the right questions. 

This book provides the questions, 
frameworks, and guidance to move beyond 
experimentation toward AI 
implementation that drives measurable 
results and sustainable competitive 
advantage. 

 

 

 

AI Fundamentals: 
Building Technical Knowledge from the 
Ground Up 

 
This book bridges the gap between AI hype 
and practical knowledge, giving business 
professionals the technical literacy to 
navigate the AI revolution confidently. 
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