
Business Software: 
Off the Shelf vs Custom Solutions



2

If you’re looking to grow a business and 
drive it forward, you need to be hunting 
for opportunities, ready to grab them 
with both hands. And in today’s digital 
world, opportunity is more-often-than-not 
represented in ones and zeroes. 

You’ve identified an area of your business that has room for 
improvement, whether that be in the form of an opportunity 
to streamline your operations, or the chance to capitalize on 
a new revenue stream. In order to create this improvement 
you’ll need a capable piece of business software.
 
From simple Excel spreadsheets to the fully custom 
complex business solutions, ‘business software’ can 
mean a lot of different things to a lot of different people. 
But no matter what type of software you may be looking 
for, there’s one question that will need to be asked 
almost every time; do I attempt to identify an off-the-shelf 
solution that can hopefully meet most of my needs, or 
should I choose to develop a custom software solution 
that meets my needs exactly?

The aim of this resource is 
to consider that question, 

and offer insight into which option 
will work best in your situation.

What’s in this Resource?
Evaluating What Your Business
Requires from a Software Solution

Custom vs Off the Shelf:
Pros and Cons

What Should You Look for in a Custom 
Software Partner?

What Does the Custom Software Build 
Process Entail?

How to Make the Process of Working with 
a Custom Software Provider as Smooth 
as Possible
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Before tackling the greater problem of 
custom vs off the shelf, you first need a 
good handle on what you require from the 
software in question. If it’s something simple 
– basic business accounting software for 
example – the likelihood that a suitable off-
the-shelf solution already exists will be high. 
But if the improvement you hope to make 
is more unique to your business or can 
separate you in the marketplace, you may 
need to go for a custom solution in order to 
achieve positive results.
 

?

Evaluating What Your Business Requires 
from a Software Solution

So how do you go about evaluating 
your business’s software 
requirements? 

Use the following checklist to get a sense of what 
you might need from your solution.

Identify the Aim and Desired Outcome
What is the goal of implementing this new piece of 
software? What is its mission statement? Perhaps you’re 
hoping to be able to sell your goods efficiently online, or 
you want to make better strategic decisions through the 
use of business intelligence. Try to make the goal of the 
software as clearly defined as possible – this will aid in 
streamlining the entire process.

The endless capabilities of modern day software can 
allow for this aim and desired outcome to be quite 
literally anything. 



4

Custom software at work - CSG worked with a 
domestic Energy Producer that has thousands of gas 
meters that capture data throughout North America. 
This data is used numerous teams encompassing 
over 1,000 individuals who need to view the data and 
hundreds that need to update data. Each person, 
depending on their role within the organization, needs 
to view and manage the information in a unique 
way. A user may need to access data from a small 
group of meters or from fields throughout the country. 
Before building this custom solution, a single user 
required up to 12 software licenses and accessed 
each system independently. 

After working with the CSG team they were able to:

• Consolidate data into a single data source and 
improve the accessibility of the data

• Reduce licensing fees - Over $250,000/year
• Improve response time to underperforming meters, 

increasing each meter’s profitability
• Create a customizable format so each user can view 

the information they need, significantly enhancing 
user’s access to both reporting application and 
meter data

Read more about this solution...
 

Speak with Key Stakeholders
It’s important to get input from not just those on the 
higher rungs of your business’s corporate ladder, but also 
those on the frontline who’ll be dealing with the software 
firsthand. Employees with direct relationships to your 
customers, end users and IT personnel will provide some 
of the most valuable insights into what your solution 
should entail.
 

Compile a List of Requirements
Once you’ve spoken to your key stakeholders, come up 
with a complete list of requirements that your solution 
should be able to deliver. These requirements should 
represent everything that your ideal software solution 
should be capable of. Some examples include:

• Simple functionality that allows people to operate the 
software easily and intuitively.

• Access to comprehensive analytics on the data that 
the software gathers.

• Measurable ROI on the software’s performance.
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Prioritize Those Requirements
Which of your listed requirements is most important to 
you? If you choose an off-the-shelf solution it will be very 
rare that every single one of your needs will be met, 
so it’s important that you prioritize your requirements 
and ensure the most pressing will be addressed. Mark 
each requirement either ‘Must Have’, ‘Nice to Have’ or 
‘No Preference’ in order to identify the most important 
aspects of your potential solution.
 

Examine Your Current Capabilities
What are the capabilities of your current business software 
systems? Should you look to include aspects of these 
systems in your new one, consolidating multiple pieces 
of software into one efficient program? Or does a piece 
of current software have the capability to be expanded or 
augmented to obtain your new goal?
 
After getting a good sense of both what you need from 
your solution and what your business’s current state of 
affairs is, it’s time to begin researching options and 
evaluating those that match.
 
Will these matches be custom, packaged or a bit of a 
mix? To work that out, let’s take a look at how custom 
and a off the shelf business software solutions differ.
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Understanding the pros and cons of custom and off the 
shelf software solutions is key to choosing the option 
that’s the best fit for your business. So what are the 
major differences?
 

Custom Software - Pros

By its very definition custom software is built for the 
unique challenges of your situation. It is designed 
specifically for your unique circumstances, and, when done 
well, provides an almost perfect solution to your problem.

What’s more, it can be designed to meet every 
requirement that you had outlined in the evaluation 
phase. Rather than just labeling something ‘Nice to Have’, 
you can have it.

Custom software can be easily modified and 
expanded, keeping in-step with your business as it, and 
technology, morphs and changes over years. You own 
the software, you can do what you need with it.

Custom software also offers a competitive advantage 
over your competitors. It’s something that they don’t have 
– indeed, your custom solution is something that they 
can’t have – and as long as it’s well-designed you should 
soon see yourself getting ahead of your competition.

Custom Software - Cons

The built-from-scratch nature and endless customization 
that is possible with a custom software solution does 
mean that you’ll likely be looking at a larger upfront 
investment. It’s important to note, however, that the 
solution’s efficiencies will usually see this upfront 
investment richly rewarded in the future with a solution 
built perfectly to match your needs. Indeed, many off 
the shelf options are structured as monthly subscription 
packages in order to disperse the cost. The perpetual 
nature of this model can ultimately end up costing more 
than a custom solution.

Custom vs Off the Shelf: 
The Pros and the Cons
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If you’re looking for a quick fix, a custom software solution may not be for you. You’ll be facing a development phase 
that may take several months, which, while eventually delivering a great solution, simply isn’t feasible in certain 
situations. But the same could often be said for an off-the-shelf solution, as customising and implementing software that 
wasn’t built specifically for your business can take a surprising amount of time. It’s not as easy as loading a program and 
getting an instant benefit.

Creating a custom solution could leave you dependent on the custom software provider. If they were to fold or 
become unavailable for whatever reason your business could be inconvenienced. At the same time, this small-scale, 
localized support is a terrific thing, as you’ve got the benefit of a software team that truly understands your business. 
It’s simply a matter of choosing your partner wisely.
 

Custom software development may 
take several months, but eventually 
delivers a great solution.
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Off the Shelf Software - Pros

Are you needing a software solution sooner rather than 
later? Good news – packaged software is designed for 
quick installation and use. It needs to be remembered, 
however, that a packaged solution may need to be 
customised and may not be compatible with your current 
systems, both of which will cancel out the speed benefit.

The mass-produced nature of off the shelf business 
software results in a low upfront cost for most off-the-
shelf solutions. It should be remembered that these 
solutions may be cheap to purchase initially, but can 
cost you a lot more over time due to their inefficiencies, 
and any ongoing maintenance and subscription fees 
(e.g. SaaS).

Trusted packaged software will have broad adoption of 
the exact solution you’ll be using - you’ll be able to look up 
reviews online, check forums for feedback, and perhaps 
even give the software a test run before purchasing. That 
said, a good custom software partner will have a proven 
track record, and will start with a standard infrastructure, 
offering you similar levels of confidence.

In the same way that you’ll be able to check reviews prior 
to purchasing your packaged solution, you’ll also be able 
to access community support if any problems should 
arise down the track, as other users may be having the 
same issues.
 

Off the Shelf Software - Cons

The major risk in going for a off the shelf solution is that 
it may not meet all of your business’s requirements. 
A piece of packaged software may cost a bit less than 
a custom solution, but if it’s half as capable or efficient 
you’ll soon lose all that money initially saved. You should 
consider the hidden cost of modifying your business 
processes and staffing to fit your business to the software 
versus fitting the software to your business.

Most off-the-shelf business software is rigid and difficult 
to modify. As your business grows or changes you’ll be 
unable to grow or change the software with it, as you 
don’t control the changes and upgrades. In order to get 
the changes you’re after you’d need to convince the 
software company that your needs outweigh their broader 
product roadmap.
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Off the shelf software often faces compatibility issues. 
It’s highly likely that your business’s operating systems, 
devices or other business software will clash with the 
packaged solution at a base level, making it either 
unusable or incredibly inefficient.

By choosing an off the shelf software you’re choosing 
a solution that is available to all of your competitors. 
This means that innovative and pioneering business 
ideas can be easily replicated by your rivals after you’ve 
put in the time and taken the risk in proving them.
 
Summary
The decision between a custom piece of business 
software and a pre-packaged solution is one that can 
have far-reaching consequences that are felt years down 
the road. It’s imperative that you make this decision with 
the long-term ramifications in mind. Short-term pain 
will often lead to long-term gain, while the unenviable 
opposite can also be true.

Let’s use a real-world example of a business 
software dilemma. A chemical testing company 
wants to update their online interface to allow for 
ordering of their samples and products. There are 
off-the-shelf products that come close, but in order 
to make it work they’ll have to make sweeping 
compromises, negatively impacting their customers’ 
experiences. Additionally, if they go too far with 
making these changes it moves the software away 
from what it was made for, meaning they wouldn’t 
even get the benefits of ongoing upgrades and 
improvements - one of the major reasons that you’d 
choose an off the shelf solution.
 
Despite the comparatively high upfront costs, a 
custom solution is generally well worth the investment 
for any business that considers itself unique (as 
per the example above) or is looking to grow in a 
meaningful way. The efficiency, adaptability and 
scalability that comes with a custom system makes 
it the obvious choice, but it should only be seriously 
considered if;
A. The software will provide your business with a 

competitive advantage against its competitors, and;
B. Your problem is sufficiently unique that it does 

require a custom solution
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For those that are seriously considering moving down 
the custom solution path, forming a partnership with a 
trusted and capable custom solutions provider is key to 
the solution’s success. Your partnership should be a long-
term prospect, as you’ll likely look to them for assistance 
with potential issues, modifications and expansions for 
years into the future.
 
What traits does such a custom software partner possess? 
And how do you go about sorting the wheat from the 
chaff? Let’s take a look at the key considerations that will 
help you to find your perfect custom software match.
 

Matching Your Partner with
Your Requirements

What form does your ideal solution take? If you’re after a 
simple mobile app, your perfect custom software partner 
could take the form of an individual developer with some 
good experience who you can work with directly. He’s 
accessible, he’s relatively inexpensive, and he’s got 
a proven track record of success. You can work with 
him rather informally, without the need for a structured 
development process.
 

If on the other hand you require a Business Intelligence 
(BI) solution to help identify inefficiencies in your 
business systems and as yet untapped revenue 
streams, you’ll need a far more experienced engineering 
and project management team who will understand 
the complex dynamics of working with data and the 
intricacies of your business. You’ll need a custom solution 
provider with the resources, knowledge and expertise to 
make such a solution possible.
 
Such process software will require far more collaboration 
than a simple one-off app. You need to be sure that 
you partner with a custom development team that puts 
a firm focus on long-term solutions, and that will be 
readily available for updates, fixes and expansions when 
required. No matter whether your custom solution is a 
temporary fix until an ERP is rolled out in 12 months’ 
time, or a far longer term solution that you hope will 
guide your business for decades to come, your choice 
of software partner is the most important decision you’ll 
make in the custom software solution process.
 

So you’ve chosen to build your own solution 

What Should You Look for in a Custom Software Partner?
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The Traits of an Ideal Custom
Software Partner

Blonde hair, eyes that you can get lost in, a fondness 
for long walks on the beach? Sure, your ideal custom 
software partner may tick all of those boxes, but they’d 
be sitting quite a long way down the list of ideal traits. So 
what should you look for?
 
An inquisitive and thorough nature is vitally important 
in order for your custom solution provider to truly 
understand your business’s needs, wants and any 
applicable constraints. If you feel as though important 
questions are being left unasked by a prospective 
partner, they may not be the best choice. Your first 
meeting with a potential solution provider should never 
end with them stating that they know exactly what you 
require. Understanding a business’s situation takes time, 
and a good team will recognize that.
 
A proven track record should also be a non-negotiable. 
This shows that the company has knowledge and 
expertise, and demonstrates the sort of long-term 
commitment that you’ll require from your partner. Look for 
custom software providers that have worked on solutions 
similar to the one that you require, and contact the 
organizations that they have previously worked with to 
get an appraisal of their performance.
 

Money makes the world go round, and no matter how 
perfect a fit a potential software partner may seem, if you 
can’t afford them, you can’t afford them. Just be wary of 
new players in the market; these developers will offer 
discounted rates, but may not have the required expertise 
or proven track record that your solution requires. You’ll 
need to strike a balance between quality and affordability. 
It’s important to remember that the long-term financial 
benefits of a quality solution can grow almost exponentially, 
so an investment now pays dividends in the future.

An effort to bring their expertise to your business 
problem or opportunity should be evident. You are the 
expert in your business, they are the expert in technology. 
They should work hard to understand your problem or 
opportunity and help you to identify the potential technical 
solutions to accomplish your goals. You may have some 
ideas on how you’d like the solution to look, but they 
should regularly offer suggestions or easier ways to make 
your ideal solution a technical reality.
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Like buying an engagement ring or signing off 
on a mortgage, it’s relatively likely that this is 
the first time you’ve had to deal in this area. A 
custom software build for your business isn’t an 
everyday occurrence; it’s understandable then 
that you may feel a bit of apprehension when it 
comes time to act.
 
A good custom software partner will allay any 
angst and unease, and will map out the build 
process clearly and concisely. There are two 
main approaches used for custom software 
development; waterfall and agile. Many 
forward thinking custom software providers are 
bringing the best of both worlds to software 
development with an “Agifall” process.
 

What Does the Custom Software
Build Process Entail?

You’ve found your perfect development 
partner, and you’re ready to dive headlong 
into the custom software build. But what 
should you expect from this process?
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The Waterfall Method

For businesses with a clearly defined goal 
for their solution and a firm timeframe and 
budget within which to work, the waterfall 
method provides the most effective and 
clear-cut solution.
 
The waterfall methodology is as follows:
1. The business creates a clearly defined set of 

requirements for the solution.
2. A design team turns these requirements into a 

functional design, represented in planning documents.
3. The completed design is reviewed and signed off by 

your business.
4. The development team uses the planning documents 

to advise on timeframe and cost, which your business 
will once again be asked to approve.

5. The approved design is then sent to programmers 
who write the code.

6. A quality assurance team will test the code to ensure 
that it meets with your requirements.

7. If the quality assurance team is satisfied, a beta 
release is usually offered to your business in order for 
you to trial the system prior to it being deployed.

8. When the beta release is approved, the program is 
released into production.

 
The waterfall method offers businesses clarity. You have 
the benefit of a set budget and a firm timeframe, and the 
process comes with inherent predictability, allowing you 
to plan for and around each step.
 
But that rigidity is somewhat of a double-edged sword; 
this process makes it hard to adapt your software if 
market or business conditions were to change midway 
through. Indeed, you may not realize you’ve gone down 
the wrong path until the beta testing phase shows that 
you have. There can also be an often long wait between 
the development of a business’s requirements and the 
testing of the final product, which can be stressful for 
stakeholders who are inevitably looking for the end 
product now.
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The Agile Method

The agile method is a strategy, born out 
of the desire of businesses to be more 
involved in the development process, and 
have more ability to adapt software to 
changing circumstances.
 
The agile methodology is as follows:
1. Rather than bringing a clearly-defined set of 

requirements to the table, the agile method begins 
with the business saying “I’ve got these starting 
inputs, and I want to get this result as an output”.

2. Using the starting inputs and desired outputs, a set of 
features is developed by the custom software provider 
that will represent the high-level scope of the software.

3. These features are grouped into a series of iterations, 
which are then developed in order of priority.

4. Each of these iterations ends with a usable product 
which is given to the business for testing. Users are 
asked to give feedback, which informs and guides the 
next iteration of the feature.

5. This process is continued until the business is happy 
which every feature of the solution.

 

The agile method offers businesses something tangible 
very early in the process, and allows you to adapt the 
solution to changing circumstances. Required changes 
are quickly identified and acted upon, resulting in an end 
product that will always be fit for purpose.
 
This flexibility does come at a cost, however. Traditional 
budgets and timeframes are difficult to set with the agile 
method, as there’s no real way to plan any further than 
one iteration ahead. This budgetary and time frame 
uncertainty can help in pressuring you to identify which 
features are ‘needs’ and which are ‘wants’ though. With 
Agile, you can set a budget, but it may not ultimately 
include all of the features on your priority list, since you 
may have adjusted the scope of other items throughout 
the development process. 
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The Agifall Method

The result of trying to get the best of both 
worlds is called AgiFall. It consists of a 
much looser form of Waterfall methodology 
with Agile principles applied.  It makes 
everything a little bit faster, a little bit 
less costly, and most importantly helps to 
improve the quality of the final product.

The project begins with a discovery process in which 
all the key stakeholders meet to gather the high level 
requirements for the project. From there a document is 
created that focuses on the vision and scope. It consists 
of enough design work to allow for a high level estimation 
of effort during this phase. This helps customers set an 
overall target budget against which the desired features 
and functions of the software can be prioritized.

Another key step prior to kick off is the prioritization of the 
features and time estimates into a high level plan for the 
overall project. Features are grouped into Iterations so that 
an overall project schedule can be developed to execute 
the project within the desired timeframe and budget.

Once the Iterations begin, progress is tracked and 
adjustments to the plan are made based on the actual 
development, learnings, and interactions of the project 
team. These iterations are repeated until all items are 
completed, the project reaches the budgetary limit, or the 
final time for delivery has been reached.

The result of this combined method is that the timeline 
speeds up considerably and errors are detected sooner 
and sent back for correction. Dealing with small errors as 
soon as they arise saves time and cost versus a major 
refactoring at the end of a project.

It also needs to be said that once the initial development 
process has been completed, that’s not the end of your 
relationship with your custom software partner. You’ll 
then enter the maintenance phase, where fixes and 
improvements to the solution will continue into the future.
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There’s often a rather large knowledge gap between a custom software provider and their clients. For this reason most 
custom software developers will be well practiced in answering general queries relating to the development of your solution. 
Here are 4 tips for making the development process as smooth as humanly possible.

1. It’s probably possible, but it may not be cheap 
A good developer will be able to make almost anything happen within your solution – “Impossible Is Nothing” 
would make just as good a slogan for software development as it does for Adidas. But be aware, there’s an 
asterisk on that slogan. Impossible is nothing* (Provided you are willing to pay for the resources it takes to do it.)

2. Respect your developers 
As much as we like to paint them as robots, software developers are human beings. Barked orders and 
unreasonable expectations will not make your solution come to fruition quicker – if anything it’ll slow the process 
down. Treat your developer with respect, and your solution will be all the better for it.

3. Take on the expert’s advice 
Don’t go into the development of your solution with blinders on. Be open to suggestions from your custom 
software provider – they’ve got the expertise to know what may work best for you, and their input should be 
valued.

4. Understand that you may identify some issues along the way 
If you’re experiencing an issue, advise your developer of the problem, and let them go about solving it. Asking 
‘why is this bug here?’ is like asking a writer why there’s a typo in their manuscript, or DeAndre Jordan why he 
keeps missing free throws. Software developers, being the same fallible collection of flesh and bone that we 
all are, will make the odd mistake. Unless you are taking it as an opportunity to help them better understand 
your business, don’t dwell on the fact it was made in the first place.

 

How to Make the Process of Working with a Custom 
Software Provider as Smooth as Possible

1

2

3

4
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When all of your business’s cards are laid upon the 
table, it’s highly likely that a custom software solution 
will represent the wisest investment in the future of your 
business. And while this may at first seem an unnecessary, 
the reality is that the process of custom software 
development is more accessible than ever.

By choosing your development 
partner carefully, and by working 
with them in a mutually beneficial 
way, you’ll soon have a piece 
of software that will enable your 
business to be the best it can be.


