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Finding the Right 
Approach to App 
Development :  
Navigating the 
Choice Between 
Build vs. Buy



MEDIA COMPANIES TODAY ARE QUICKLY TRANSFORMING INTO 
TECH BUSINESSES. THEY LIVE AND DIE BY THE APPLICATIONS 
AND TOOLS THEY USE TO DELIVER CONTENT TO CONSUMERS.

Audiences have big expectations, too. They expect their content 

experiences to not just be fast and glitch-free, but also persistently 

cutting-edge, with all the features and ease of use of any top-line  

app available in the market today.

As a result, organizational agility has become crucial to staying ahead 

in the market. This is particularly so as the risk of being disrupted 

grows, according to a report from app development software firm 

Outsystems. The biggest force for disruption, according to the report, 

is changing customer preferences and behavior. This means any app 

solution must be malleable to succeed.

“In many ways, applications have become one of the primary  

ways that media organizations communicate with their audiences,”  

said Jonathan Laor, CEO of app development and management 

platform provider Applicaster.

Delivering winning apps can offer a big payoff: Consumers spent  

an estimated $120 billion in app stores in 2019, up from $101 billion  

the year prior, according to an App Annie report. The average consumer  

in the US has over 100 apps on their phone and spends three hours 

a day on their mobile device, the report noted. And, it offers this 

incentive: Companies that count mobile as a core focus of their 

business saw 360% higher IPO valuations than those that did not.

What this means is that media companies must not only have  

a mobile and smart TV presence, but they must have one that they  

are consistently monitoring, updating and iterating along with  

the latest trends. This requires having the right processes in place.

Most companies think they have two options when it comes to app 

development: build in-house or buy an out-of-the-box solution. Each option 

has its benefits and drawbacks, which we will review in this report.  

For most companies, the decision comes down to cost versus control, 

Michael Marsiglia, co-CEO of Atomic Object, wrote. But the cost of each  

is also debatable: For instance, sometimes a buy solution can cost more 

than a build one, if it requires extensive integration to suit a business’ needs.

This is why a growing number of businesses are opting for a middle 

ground that gives them the best of both worlds: platforms that offer  

the ability to not only launch apps quickly with full management capabilities 

but also customize their code when needed. This report will also explore 

this option, as well as how such a solution offers personalization while 

reducing the cost and time needed for a custom build.

“ In many ways, applications have 
become one of the primary 
ways that media organizations 
communicate with their audiences.”
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https://www.outsystems.com/1/state-app-development-trends/
https://www.appannie.com/en/go/state-of-mobile-2019/
https://spin.atomicobject.com/2019/02/28/software-build-vs-buy-decision/


Option 1: In-house build

Building an app from scratch in-house is often the pricier 

route, but it allows companies to have complete control over 

what they build and how they can enhance it down the road.

The first challenge here is having the development resources 

in-house to prioritize that build — while ensuring the entire 

endeavor doesn’t get in the way of a company’s core business.

“It creates a lot of congestion under the chief technology 

officer. It’s just constant prioritization that makes nobody 

happy,” Laor noted.

It also means that once the code is built, the company is likely 

stuck with it and any associated suppliers. The problem with 

this is that apps, once launched, become irrelevant quickly, 

and they need to be constantly updated based on the input 

the audience provides.

“Software development is never, ever done,” 3Q Digital  

CEO David Rodnitzky wrote in MarTech Today. “The back 

end you built five years ago was best-of-breed then,  

but now it’s out of date.”
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https://martechtoday.com/great-martech-debate-build-vs-buy-205493


When companies DIY an app, they also risk reinventing  

the wheel and spending a lot of time and resources  

on debugging core code. Ultimately, they are limited  

to the expertise of their in-house teams.

“Building software in a domain that you’re not familiar  

with can lead to unknown challenges, high expenses,  

and can dampen the speed to market,” Nitish Gulati  

wrote for Fintech Primitives.

In addition to the cost of development engineers, companies 

should consider systems of deployment, maintenance and costs 

to keep the service up to date for new use cases, Gulati added.

Building in-house requires hiring potentially expensive staff. 

With demand for app development high, development skills 

are in short supply and recruitment has become a challenge, 

the Outsystems report found.

Such factors can also slow down the time to launch  

and add to costs, making custom builds less than ideal  

for media companies operating in a highly competitive  

and fast-moving environment.

Building software  
in a domain that you’re  

not familiar with can lead  
to unknown challenges,  
high expenses, and can  

dampen the speed to market.

Option 1: In-house build
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https://fintechprimitives.com/resources/build-vs-buy-build-fintech-apps-from-scratch-or-launch-with-apis/


Option 2: Out-of-the-box solutions

Given the high cost and maintenance demands of a self-built 

solution, it should be no surprise that 41% of respondents 

surveyed in the Outsystems report — most of whom are app 

developers — said their companies are using out-of-the-box 

solutions known as low-code platforms. An additional 10% 

said their companies plan to start using them.

Low-code solutions vary. Out-of-the-box solutions offer  

some key advantages, in that they are easy to deploy  

and are typically lower in cost. But they can also offer  

limited capabilities that are difficult to update down  

the road — when users have had a chance to test  

the app and provide feedback, for example.

“The biggest problem with working with an agency  

or out-of-box solution is that you’re invariably defining  

the scope of the project before you sign the contract.  

That’s not the same place you’ll be once you get the product  

in the market,” Laor said.

Another issue is that such builds are designed with the most 

common needs in mind, so they are not easily customizable to suit 

a business’ particular needs, Vishal Rajpal wrote for Perficient.

The biggest problem with 
working with an agency or out-

of-box solution is that you’re 
invariably defining the scope 
of the project before you sign 

the contract. That’s not the 
same place you’ll be once you 
get the product in the market.
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https://www.quickbase.com/blog/when-to-buy-vs-build-business-apps-whats-right-for-your-company
https://blogs.perficient.com/2019/02/28/picking-cloud-platform-build-buy-2/


Further, these off-the-shelf solutions may still require a fair 

bit of work to integrate with other systems, Coverlet Meshing 

noted in InformationWeek.

“[B]uying off-the-shelf software means that their business 

processes have to be re-engineered to align with [the software’s] 

available features,” Meshing wrote.

With every iteration or change, companies using out-of-the-box 

solutions must go back to the supplier. Since they may not own 

the code or have much flexibility in updating the app on the go, 

they are dependent on the supplier for any changes.

This can also raise security concerns, per the Outsystems report. 

And, if a media company has multiple apps — as many of them 

do — they may face issues with data siloes and systems that  

do not work well together.

Option 2: Out-of-the-box solutions
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https://www.informationweek.com/strategic-cio/executive-insights-and-innovation/build-vs-buy-a-dangerous-lie/d/d-id/1113643


The middle ground: 
Platforms that offer 
customization

Thankfully, businesses no longer have to choose between these options. 

More platforms are emerging that offer a middle road — a platform that 

manages baseline code, offers plug-and-play modules for standardized 

app features and makes maintenance simple while offering the freedom 

to customize with your own custom code.

“What enterprises really need is an approach that allows them  

to combine the simplicity of a purchased tool with the ability  

to easily build and customize apps according to their specific business 

requirements,” Natalie Lambert wrote in Big Data Quarterly.

With such a solution, companies can swap out features on an ongoing 

basis with minimal effort rather than building from scratch. And, they still 

maintain control over the overall app and how to update it.

One of the advantages of this type of solution is that it enables 

experimentation, which can be difficult for media companies  

to embrace when it is too costly or difficult to change app features.

“To hit gold, you have to allow some level of, ‘Let’s see how the market 

reacts to it,’” Laor said.

He recommended looking for a solution that also provides access  

to the code for custom development where needed.

“One thing we like to fight is vendor lock. If you want to switch us out, 

you should do that,” said Laor, whose company offers customers  

a way to download code and take it elsewhere.

“You should only work with a company you feel strongly about,”  

he said. “If a company is looking for a platform that will give them 

flexibility long-term, they need an open platform with access  

to the actual code and the ability to add additional code to the native 

bundle by themselves or through any third party they choose.”

This path not only frees up development resources, it often costs less 

than hiring a single developer.

“ What enterprises really need  
is an approach that allows  
them to combine the simplicity  
of a purchased tool with the ability 
to easily build and customize 
apps according to their specific 
business requirements.”
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http://www.dbta.com/BigDataQuarterly/Articles/Build-Versus-Buy-Finding-Middle-Ground-for-Your-Workplace-Apps-123821.aspx


Conclusion

As mobile and connected TV apps become a bigger part of the business 

model for media companies, businesses must adopt practices that  

keep them nimble and able to shift in the marketplace. This means 

being able to launch apps quickly and update them continuously  

to meet user expectations. 

Doing so requires having processes in place that make app launches 

quick and easy, without requiring your entire company to learn code  

or depend on the IT team for each update. For this reason, a custom 

build is often too expensive and cumbersome for media companies. 

At the other end of the spectrum, out-of-the-box solutions that have  

a “one-size-fits-all” approach often lack the ability to customize or update  

apps easily — making them a poor option for businesses operating  

in a fast-shifting media landscape. 

The good news is that it is possible today to have the best of both 

worlds. Platforms that offer the ease of an out-of-the-box solution 

but give media companies complete control over the underlying code 

to customize it as needed not only save time and money, they make 

organizations agile enough to ensure that their user experiences  

are always as cutting-edge as audiences demand they be.
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About Applicaster

For over 10 years, Applicaster has been at the forefront of simplifying direct-to-
consumer app lifecycle management across mobile, the web, and now connected 

TVs. With its open APIs and extensive partner marketplace, Applicaster’s SaaS 
platform, Zapp, provides an open-ended, modular plug-in architecture within 
which customers can build and scale their multi-device media app strategy. 

From prototyping all the way to monetizing, Applicaster helps companies build 
better user experiences and extend their brand to their audiences’ devices of choice. 

Applicaster has offices in New York, San Jose, Miami, London, and Tel Aviv.


