Build vs. Buy Your Portal?

Key considerations to choose the portal strategy
that is right for your business

eBook

Once you’ve made the decision that your company needs to
upgrade the online experience for your employees, partners or
customers and that a portal strategy will make that happen, the
next steps are big ones. But how to get a portal that meets your
needs evokes the next logical question: Should I build it myself or
buy an existing portal solution?
The answer to that question comes with its own set of risks and
rewards that companies need to consider carefully before they
begin their partner portal journey.
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Think through the true cost of build or buy
Perhaps the most important consideration when deciding to build versus buy is the cost to get the
software up and running along with the time it will take. The real cost of implementing a portal
strategy often lies more in the lost opportunity of sales, when compared to the out of pocket
expenses. You have to evaluate the value of building your own stand-alone software platform or
licensing an off-the-shelf solution.
Building software requires you to pay for and manage a team to design the portal features, create
the user experience and engineer the platform to host, maintain and deliver it. Key questions are
how many man-hours are needed to code it, who will manage the developers both inside and
outside your organization as well as the infrastructure to host the code as it is being built, tested,
training, integration and deployment. In addition, there are costs to purchase licenses for database
technology, middleware and any other third-party plug-ins that augment your own code. Once the
portal is online, there will be an on-going cost to maintain, upgrade and keep the external software
and the underlying databases current.
If you chose to buy an off-the-shelf solution, license costs for a third-party portal need to be carefully
evaluated as well. This is especially if you have large numbers of members that will ultimately access
it. In addition, if you store large amounts of content, since costs can ratchet up quite dramatically if
you don’t understand how much storage space you need or have to pay for. The best scenario is
when you have a fixed-fee arrangement that covers an unlimited number of users and as much
content as you would like to host and store.
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Consider the
“time to value” proposition
Portals can be invaluable to any business, so the
length of time that it takes to bring one online
should be one of the most important business
considerations. Existing portal solutions are
generally code complete when you buy them.
The time to implement them consists of
activities such as customizing the look and feel,
configuring the member CRM, and turning
features on or off based on your specific
requirements. Existing portals can be delivered
more quickly and without consuming too much
internal resources, when compared to building
your own solution. Licensing portal technology
that requires extensive customization (nonrecurring engineering – NRE) should be
considered carefully. Some solutions only
provide an open-architecture shell, that needs
custom (expensive) code to make it meet the
needs of your business model.

If it is important to get a portal online
quickly, a build decision will likely not
be the best strategy.

Building your own portal will always take much
longer than buying a pre-existing solution. An inhouse development team may have difficulty
scoping the project and as it evolves, the user
community will often request more functionality
than they originally planned for. If you team is
not 100% dedicated to this project, the
developers may not consider the portal mission
critical and get sidetracked when other projects
present themselves, delaying the project further.
If it is important to get a portal online in a timely
fashion, a build decision will likely not be the
best strategy.

Portals — Build vs. Buy

4

Blending an in-house portal
with a portal service:
• Reduces time to value
• Preserves capital
• Shortens development time
• Allows for just the right
customization
• Connects together through an API
for single sign on

The level of customization
Existing portal solutions cannot meet every need
because they are designed to meet the most
common needs of most companies. If your
business has specialized needs, the portal
software company may not be able or willing to
allow you to modify the functionality of its portal
since those changes may affect all of their
customers, not just you.
Building your own portal, specifically tailored to
your company’s needs may be the best option if
your needs are extremely unique or if you want
to differentiate your portal from others that may
already exist in the marketplace.
A middle ground might be to utilize an existing
portal solution that is already on the market with
many of the features you need and connect it to
a custom solution for the features that the offthe-shelf portal solution might lack. In this case,
you’ll need to ensure that both the existing
portal technology and the software you build
have an Application Program Interface or API so
the portals can be interconnected within one
sign-on for a seamless user experience.

Understand your support and training needs
Unlike in-house developed solutions, off-the-shelf portal solutions will typically include annual
agreements for training and support as well as for upgrades, bug fixes, maintenance. Portal
companies help administrative users to be proficient and comfortable in understanding how to
use the portal’s features by offering initial and on-going training. They generally have
knowledgebases for general questions, online tutorials, pop-up help and a support line when
questions arise.
With home-grown solutions, internal resources would need to be deployed for training and
customer support. This generally falls to the team that developed the technology who are often
less equipped to manage the needs of their user community.
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Evolving and Maintaining
the Portal
Portals are not static technology. Whether you
build or buy, the portal technology needs to
evolve over time as user needs change and new
features need to be added. The risks and
challenges of maintaining and managing the
portal technology are different if you own the
code or purchase a license to an existing portal
service.
The main risk in using an off-the-shelf party
portal solution is that you don’t have control
over the source code. Although you can offer
feedback and suggestions, the portal provider
will ultimately decide which features they will
build to meet the bulk of their audience. Their
internal product roadmap will dictate when
those features will be released. It’s also very
important to understand how the software
company will address and resolve bugs as they
arise in the normal course of business. In
portals, whether your build it or buy it, bugs are
the nature of the software business. How
effectively you deal with them is what makes
good software, better.

Portals need to evolve as user needs
change and new features are added.

If you own the code, you can determine what
features are needed and when you want to add
them. You must have on-going commitment
from the development team to stay attached to
the portal project long after the portal goes
online, so they can keep it updated and current.
Resolving bugs as they arise may tax your
internal resources and prevent the portal from
staying online and performing consistently.
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Summary
When you are making a build vs a buy decision for your portal, it’s important to logically evaluate
several key areas to know where your company stands on each one.
What is the budget for the true upfront and ongoing cost of building software or licensing an off-theshelf portal. Licensing an existing portal offers a straightforward cost structure that the company will
commit in a contractual relationship. When you build your portal, many of the costs could be hidden
and difficult to budget for because you have to account for personnel time, foundational software
licensing (databases, middleware), hosting platforms and a variety of other costs. Cost overruns are
common. Development teams often underestimate the time it takes to complete the project
increasing cost the longer the project takes and delaying access to the portal solution.
You have to ask yourself if your company has the expertise to design, code, develop, test and debug
a complex portal software application. If your company does not have an in-house software
development team with the required skills to build a custom application, then it may be more
appropriate to license an off-the-shelf portal and simply make any necessary customizations.
If a portal exists in the marketplace that offers the bulk of your desired features, it would be wise to
license the portal or even consider a hybrid approach to the build vs. buy decision. A commercially
available portal could get your organization most of the way to your goal without the upfront cost or
timeline of in-house development. Choosing an existing portal that can be customized to meet your
unique needs could provide your organization with the ability to get your portal online faster
without the risk of delay and unplanned expense.

Learn More About Convey Portals

Learn how businesses engage partners, customers, employees and member groups with a
Convey Portal
Explore Convey’s Portal Solutions
Schedule a portal demo today
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Contact Convey to learn more:
support@conveyservices.com
1-888-975-1382
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