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A New Approach to an Old Question

You’ve probably heard the 80/20 rule applied to the Build versus Buy question:

“If you can get 80% of the functionality you need from a packaged solution, then
buy it. Otherwise, build it.”

The problem is that the remaining 20% often costs more to build and maintain than
the packaged 80%. Plus it’s usually not clear if, or why that will happen when you start.
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Vendor “Build versus Buy” white papers are generally better at telling you where they 
make their money than they are at helping you make the right decision. These analysts’ 
reports may provide broad direction, but are usually viewing the situation from 
a platitudinous 50,000 foot level. In reality, the fi nal decision hinges on your 
organization’s unique situation and criteria.

In light of the shortcomings of the above approach, here’s a different methodology for 
arriving at a “Build versus Buy” decision in four defi ned steps:

  Pick your criteria

  Play them off against each other

  Come up with a “base” decision

  “Gut check” it



Step 1: Pick Your Criteria
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Once you’ve listed all the factors, pick the three from each category that are the most 
relevant and compelling for you.

We surveyed recent “Build versus Buy” papers from industry pundits and large 
ecommerce vendors to come up with the following lists of common reasons to Build
or Buy an ecommerce system. Add your own reason if/as needed.

Why Buy

• Speed to market
• Take advantage of new technologies
• Lower lifetime total cost
• Resource constraints
• Stick to core competencies/

offl oad support

• Satisfy unique requirements
• Avoid vendor lock-in
• Make use of/build in-house expertise
• No initial license cost

Why Build
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Why Build

Assemble the chosen factors into a matrix as shown below, with the three “Build” factors 
on the top, and the three “Buy” factors on the side. Then play them off against each 
other by picking the more compelling option in each cell.

For example, in the chart above we are saying that “Speed to market” is more important 
to us than “Avoiding vendor lock-in,” so the cell where the two intersect gets a “Buy.”

It’s a good idea to get several key stakeholders on your team to repeat this exercise 
individually, and then discuss differences in your results.

Buy

Step 2: Play Them Off Against Each Other

BUILD
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Unique
Requirements

Avoid Vendor
Lock-In

Already Have GreatAlready Have Great
In-House ExpertiseIn-House Expertise

BUY

Speed to market Build Buy Build

Take advantage of new 
technologies faster

Build Buy Build

Lower lifetime total cost Buy Buy Buy
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Step 3: Make a “Base” Decision

Add up the “Builds” and the “Buys” in the above table (or tables, if you’ve done this
as a group) to come up with a “Build to Buy” ratio. In the above example, there are 4 
“Build” choices, and 5 “Buys,” so the ratio is 4:5. Below is a rule of thumb chart to
plot where you are on the continuum of ecommerce deployment options.

9:0 6:3 3:6 0:9

Build in-house Buy and customize, or 
build with outside help

Buy and confi gure Buy or ASP
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Sometimes even if you’ve tried your best to be objective and rational, you can come 
up with a decision that just doesn’t feel right. If that’s where you’ve landed, then ask 
yourself if:

• There is one criteria that is so important, it overrides all others; or
• You missed an important, valid criteria in Step 1; or
• There is an unspoken assumption on the team about the way things should be  
 (also known as “sacred cows,” “hidden agendas,” or “moose on the table”)

If the reason is the fi rst, your decision is easy. If the reason is the second, go back
and adjust the table and rerun. If it’s the third ... well, group therapy is one option.

Step 4: “Gut Check” It

5



fl exibility matters. get elastic.

Elastic Path Software can help, with:

A packaged software starting point that provides:

• a leading feature set
• low price point (under $25K per CPU)
• industry-leading architecture and fl exibility and
• complete source code

A proven track record developing sophisticated ecommerce sites from our packaged 
software starting point, including:

• Xerox
• DuPont
• Aeroplan
• Lexmark
• CoutureCandy
• Random House
• Makeup.com

And many more...
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Conclusion











About Elastic Path Software
Elastic Path Software pioneered flexible ecommerce for retailers who demand 

maximum control over their rapidly evolving online stores. With Elastic Path, 

customers can leverage a fully-integrated ecommerce solution, enabling them to 

thrive in today’s increasingly competitive multi-channel marketplace. The flexibility 

and simple sophistication of Elastic Path enables them to deliver a personalized, 

captivating customer experience. Companies like Aeroplan, Makeup.com, 

Procter & Gamble, 24 Hour Fitness, JBoss, Random House, and Xerox use Elastic 

Path for the core ecommerce features they demand today - and the evolving 

flexibility they need to engage tomorrow’s increasingly informed customer.
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