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EXECUT IVE  SUMMARY

01 There are usually four realistic choices: improve

the current system, buy a configurable product,

integrate existing systems, or build custom

software.

02 Compare a multi-year total cost of ownership,

and classify requirements as essential,

important, or optional before choosing an

approach.

03 Buy when the need is common and the product

fits; integrate when the tools work but

information does not move; build when

distinctive requirements justify ownership.
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Most organizations eventually encounter a familiar problem: an existing platform does many things

adequately but fails at the one workflow central to how the business actually operates. Workarounds

multiply. Staff maintain side spreadsheets, export records into other tools, or repeat tasks that should

happen automatically.

The tempting answer is to build custom software. Sometimes that is the right choice. Other times the

better investment is to configure an existing product, integrate two systems, or change the

underlying process. The decision should begin with the organization's operating requirements, not

with a preferred technology stack.

The decision should begin with the organization's operating requirements, not with a
preferred technology stack.

KEY  I NS IGHT

01 Keep and improve the current system. Reduce unnecessary customization, train users, fix

permissions, or redesign the workflow. This can be the fastest route if the product already

supports the essential functions.

02 Buy a configurable product. Use an established platform and adapt it through settings,

supported extensions, and documented workflows. Benefits can include shorter deployment

time and vendor-provided maintenance. Risks include licensing costs, limited control over

future features, and potential lock-in.

03 Integrate existing systems. Keep the best tools already in use but create a reliable flow of

information between them. This is attractive when no single system needs to own everything.

Integration, however, requires clear data ownership, error handling, and monitoring.

04 Build custom software. Develop an application around unique operating requirements and

integrations. Custom development may provide greater workflow fit and control, but the

organization also takes responsibility for ongoing maintenance, testing, hosting, security

decisions, and continuity.

There are usually four realistic choices
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01
Keep and improve the current system

F ITS  WHEN

The product already supports the essential

functions. This can be the fastest route.

WHAT  IT  ASKS  OF  YOU

Reducing unnecessary customization,

training users, fixing permissions, or

redesigning the workflow.

02
Buy a configurable product

F ITS  WHEN

The need is common and the available

product fits.

WHAT  IT  ASKS  OF  YOU

Benefits can include shorter deployment

and vendor-provided maintenance. Risks

include licensing costs, limited control over

future features, and potential lock-in.

03
Integrate existing systems

F ITS  WHEN

The existing tools work but information

does not move between them, and no

single system needs to own everything.

WHAT  IT  ASKS  OF  YOU

Clear data ownership, error handling, and

monitoring.

04
Build custom software

F ITS  WHEN

Distinctive requirements justify ownership

of a custom solution.

WHAT  IT  ASKS  OF  YOU

Ongoing maintenance, testing, hosting,

security decisions, and continuity.

Figure 1 Four realistic choices, and what each one asks of the organization

Original CCO diagram based on this article.

Initial build or subscription price is only one part of the decision. Compare a multi-year total cost of

ownership that includes discovery, configuration, migration, integrations, user training, technical

support, monitoring, future changes, vendor contract terms, and the cost of interruptions. Treat all

estimates as assumptions until validated with proposals.

The opportunity cost of an imperfect workflow matters too, but avoid inventing savings. Start with

actual staff time, recurring rework, measurable delays, and documented incidents. An honest

business case shows a range of plausible outcomes and explains what must happen for each to

materialize.

Compare the complete lifecycle, not just the first invoice
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Before choosing a solution, classify requirements into three groups:

Then document who uses the system, what information it processes, which integrations are

necessary, how access is controlled, what downtime is tolerable, and how data can be exported if the

relationship with a vendor ends.

An operations team may describe a desired feature as a dashboard. The underlying requirement

might instead be a daily view of unresolved actions with accountable owners. That distinction often

changes the design, cost, and vendor choice.

Custom software deserves serious consideration when several of the following are true: the core

workflow is genuinely differentiated; off-the-shelf products repeatedly force high-cost workarounds;

integrations are unusually complex; domain-specific access and review controls are essential; and

the organization can support ongoing ownership of the application.

But customization is not inherently more secure or scalable. Cloud architecture guidance emphasizes

explicit consideration of reliability, security, operational processes, and costs. [3] For SaaS, AWS also

notes the importance of tenant isolation and tenant-aware operations. These are architecture

responsibilities, not outcomes that arrive automatically with custom code. [1] [2]

A good first step is to document one representative end-to-end workflow, a handful of user roles, a

prioritized requirement set, and two or three plausible technical approaches. An independent

assessment can identify whether integration or configuration would achieve the outcome more

economically than rebuilding.

The requirements that should determine your decision

Essential: A requirement without which the process fails, a legal or contractual obligation is

missed, or a core user cannot complete their work.

Important: A requirement that reduces friction or improves quality but can reasonably be phased.

Optional: A convenience or enhancement that does not justify major architectural complexity in

the first release.

When custom development becomes compelling

Start with a modest requirements exercise
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I L LUSTRAT IVE  EXAMPLE

A professional services firm wants a custom client portal because documents move slowly

between staff and managers. Discovery reveals that the main issue is unclear approval ownership.

A lightweight workflow redesign and existing-platform configuration may solve most of the

problem. If the remaining gap is substantial, custom development can then focus on that gap

rather than duplicating an entire document-management system.

Buy when the need is common and the available product fits. Integrate when the existing tools work

but information does not move between them. Build when the organization's distinctive requirements

justify ownership of a custom solution.

PRACT ICAL  NEXT  STEP

CCO  SERV ICE

Software Engineering & Technology
Consulting

Software designed around the way your

organization works.

www.clientcareoperations.com/services/software-

engineering

FREE  PLANN ING  TOOL  ·  PDF  ·  WORD

Software Requirements Discovery
Checklist

A structured starting point for commissioning

custom software, SaaS products, or systems

integration.

www.clientcareoperations.com/resources#tools

Prefer to talk it through? Discuss a build, buy or integrate decision: www.clientcareoperations.com/contact

A decision rule worth remembering

CCO  PERSPECT IVE

The objective is not to sell the most elaborate software. It is to select and implement a

technically sound solution that fits the operation and can be maintained over time.

Client Care Operations · Technology & Operational Insights
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Sources and further reading

[1] AWS, SaaS Lens: General design principles

https://docs.aws.amazon.com/wellarchitected/latest/saas-lens/general-design-principles.html

[2] AWS, SaaS Lens: Infrastructure protection

https://docs.aws.amazon.com/wellarchitected/latest/saas-lens/infrastructure-protection.html

[3] AWS, Well-Architected Framework: The pillars of the framework

https://docs.aws.amazon.com/wellarchitected/latest/framework/the-pillars-of-the-framework.html

Educational guidance only. Scenarios are illustrative; cost and feasibility should be assessed for each organization. References

are ordinary outbound links; no endorsement by, or partnership with, the referenced organizations is implied.
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