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Mobile Applications: 
Build vs. Buy

Perhaps the most fundamental decision to make in planning any mobile deployment is whether 
to build or buy the mobile applications that your workforce will be using in the field. 

The perceived benefit of building your own application is that it will have all the features needed 
for your business and you will not be paying another provider for the use of their professional staff 
and putting a profit into another company. On the other hand, keep in mind that companies with 
extensive experience in mobile app development can foresee pitfalls and offer complete solutions 
in a way that no in-house deployment ever could — simply because the experienced provider has 
seen numerous companies, experienced issues you probably have not even considered and has 
staff whose only responsibility is developing mobility software.

Any company that’s been developing software solutions for the service lifecycle market for 
decades is in a much better position to assist with a deployment than a service provider because 
they do not have the depth and breadth of experience backing them up. The service provider 
cannot possibly understand all of the intricacies and complexities of a mobile deployment 
compared to a company who focuses on that for their business. 

And that’s particularly true if the service provider is you.

The ChAllenges of MoBile AppliCATion DevelopMenT
If you think that building your own internally developed mobile application is the route your 
company should take, you need to consider that you will be forced to go through an entire 
software development process, probably for the first time and likely without the benefit of prior 
experience. You will have to assess all of your business requirements, perform all of the coding 
and testing, and determine how to automate paper processes.  

Most likely, all of these major developmental components will result in a significant increase 
in the time required to get the solution up and running compared to your initial expectations.   
These delays will contribute to reducing your company’s return on your investment. Building a 
solution in-house is a very complicated and laborious process. Turning to a third party to provide 
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your mobility application should result in a much faster delivery of a solution 
that fits well with your requirements.

In-house development can also evolve into a significant personnel issue. The 
initial process of developing and deploying an application will require hiring 
talented and experienced IT staff.  Once the solution is deployed, it then will 
only need to be maintained.  Therefore, you will either end up with underused 
staff, or you could be in a position where you might have to let them go, only 
to find yourself understaffed when changes or upgrades need to be made.

It is note-worthy that an off-the-shelf solution may not be a perfect fit 
for every company.  Rather than just handing you a solution and wishing you 
luck, any reputable provider should collaborate with you, consult as needed, 
and share their knowledge and expertise to ensure that you get the solution 
that serves your needs. If the provider has worked with other companies in 
your industry, they should have solid practical advice on how to achieve key 
objectives, including both financial and operational improvements, through 
the use of the mobile solution.

The point is that any effective mobile deployment has many moving parts – it is not simply a 
case of putting mobile devices in the field.  Field workforce employees handle a wide variety of 
responsibilities, and the effectiveness of different types of workforce segments are, by necessity, 
measured in different ways.  

Any workforce (and the collection of business processes that exist around them) that is 
responsible for repairs of equipment in the field, where direct customer interactions are minimal, 
might be evaluated strictly in terms of repair productivity — whereas a workforce that is very 
consumer-facing (such as an appliance repair person) might also need to be judged on their 
ability to effectively communicate with customers and meet tight windows of time to arrive at a 
customer location.

BenefiTing froM experienCe
It is crucial for the company doing the deployment to understand all of the processes involved – 
which means any company that has previously developed a wide range of such applications would 
be expected to have an enormous amount of lessons from practical experience to offer. With a 
large install base, the outside vendor should also be able to maintain the resources required to 
continuously improve its solutions, in order to help its customers meet the demands of the many 
industries it serves, across many verticals that use its applications.

Regardless of your company’s particular vertical, using an outside vendor who has handled 
similar deployments can be a major positive step forward to a successful deployment. Processes 
that work well for one industry generally work well for another industry — and as a vendor delivers 
solutions to different customers, those processes and tools get continually refined over time to 
maximize the productivity of the technician in the field, minimizing keystrokes and clicks to make it 
as painless as possible for the field technician to do what they need to do while capturing key data.

In many ways, the benefits of using a software provider with an off-the-shelf product are the 
same as those often attributed to using open source software — you are able to profit from the 
experience gained by developing solutions for countless other organizations, which puts you in 
a much better position than if you were to try to reinvent the wheel on your own. When another 
company using a similar application purchased from the same vendor, requests new features 
and upgrades, those enhancements will likely also be pushed to other companies working with 
that vendor.  

Working with an established solution provider gives you invaluable access to significant domain 
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expertise — everything that is being provided to your company has most likely been provided (and 
refined and improved) countless times. Even if the vendor’s solution does not include everything 
that you need, and therefore must be customized or enhanced, it is going to get you where you 
need to be much faster than starting from scratch. It should also provide an additional impartial 
perspective on the problems you are going to solve. The outside vendor should bring new ideas 
and processes for doing things that you may not have otherwise considered.

In the process, you will be providing your company with a key competitive differentiator in 
the market. By leveraging the latest mobile technologies, you are enhancing your productivity, 
efficiency and professionalism, improving the quality of your services — and demonstrating to 
your customer base that your company is willing and able to make the investment required to 
provide superior service.

fuTure-proofing
Deciding on whether to build or buy, extends far beyond just the initial 
deployment. Any provider with a long history will have discussed what works 
and what does not work.  They should have also eliminated all of the kinks over 
the years. And very importantly, they should be continually investing in ongoing 
product development.

In contrast, it is probably not possible for a company building its own solution 
to invest as fully in development and product enhancement of mobile solutions 
as a provider with a large customer base.  You may build your own solution, and 
it may initially work fine, but over time, the architecture will become outdated 
and new technologies will be developed — and you may not be able to keep up.

This is an inherent trap in building your own application: it may appear tempting 
to leap into developing a mobile solution yourself with basic functionality — 

but what happens next? How do you continue to ensure that you are able to provide all the 
functionality your workforce demands over time, as your company grows and technology evolves. 

This is true for optimizing your mobility operation, as well as such basic things as the ability 
for your software to work with new mobile devices and new operating systems.  Hardware 
providers constantly release new equipment. Many organizations that had developed home-
grown solutions, soon learn that while the solution may have been a perfect fit at first, it does 
not age well. At its inception, internally developed solutions were designed precisely to do what 
the organization needed to have done, but as the company’s needs changed and the technology 
grew obsolete, these companies failed to adapt, scale and adjust their software. At that point, it 
made sense for them to turn to a third party provider to ensure that their mobility solution was 
well maintained, up to date, and upgraded with the latest technology available.

As needs change, customizing or changing a third party mobile application will inevitably be 
far simpler than doing so with an in-house solution.  In many cases, key functionality can be hidden 
or activated simply by checking or unchecking individual configuration settings — and those 
changes will then be implemented automatically across a variety of different devices and mobile 
operating systems, which would be all but impossible to ensure on a solution  built from scratch.

New Android devices, for example, are constantly being released, requiring a new level of 
certification for each version — which is something a reputable vendor will automatically do in 
order to ensure that their solution is optimized to run on every device, and that the user experience 
is the same on all devices.  But doing so will often require rewrites of several functions within an 
application – and while that would be an incredibly time-consuming process for an individual 
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company to undergo, it is a standard operating procedure for a vendor who is 
handling upgrades for several other companies with similar solutions.

For a single company to make the same ongoing investments in R&D to 
further optimize their solutions; to make them faster, and to streamline them 
would not make financial sense.  However, for an established mobility vendor, 
it does, because they  undergo such improvements to improve their product 
and make it more marketable.

In the case that you think you would make that ongoing developmental 
expenditure, in all likelihood, optimization is not likely to be your company’s 
core competency. For a software vendor, it is.

As you consider the basic decision of “build versus buy,” the most important 
question is this: do you want to transform yourself into a software development 
organization, or do you want to focus on your key strengths and hand off the 
software development to a company that is focused just on that?

Choosing A venDor
When evaluating a mobile application vendor, here are some key questions to ask:

• How much experience do you have in mobile application development?
• How many customers do you currently have using your applications?
• How much experience do you have with my particular vertical?
• What kind of ongoing support, consulting and/or customization do you offer?
• How do you handle device and operating system upgrades?

You want to ensure that the vendor understands your industry, understands the field service 
environment, and can provide you with the support, assistance and expertise you will require as 
you proceed.

If your company has divisions worldwide, a provider’s global experience must also be considered, 
as a mobile solution’s requirements varies significantly from a global perspective.  You will need to 
ensure that you have considered all of the unique demands of the different geographic regions 
– for example, while the ability to work disconnected is not particularly important in Europe, it is 
crucial in North America.  Therefore, developing a mobile application that can run disconnected 
leveraging HTML5, while not an easy thing to do, is critical for success. 

reAl WorlD exAMples
Enhancing its own 30+ year legacy in this space, service management and mobility solutions 
provider Astea International Inc. purchased mobile field force automation company FieldCentrix 
in 2005, which itself had a full decade of experience. That combined history put Astea’s customers 
in a solid position to benefit from the company’s experience of working with customers in a wide 
range of verticals.

A few examples of how Astea’s customers have been able to achieve the following improvements 
in both productivity and efficiency by leveraging its mobility solutions are:

• A leading imaging equipment company with more than 50 locations across the United 
States reported a 15 percent increase in field engineer productivity and a 5 percent reduction in 
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inventory costs.
• A Fortune 500 industrial gas company reduced its technician admin time 

by 50 percent, and reduced the time spent on the phone with technicians 
by 95 percent.

• An HVAC company grew from approximately $100 per month in add-on 
business per technician to about $2,000 per month in add-on business per 
technician after implementing Astea’s mobility solution.

• A medical device manufacturer was able to reduce its invoicing time 
from a matter of weeks to invoicing on the same day a work order was 
completed.

• A retail systems manufacturer reported a 12 percent increase in service 
contract revenue and was able to reduce its administrative costs by $70,000 
per year, recovering its investment in the mobile solution in only six months. 

TAKeAWAYs
Key benefits of buying a mobile application as opposed to building one from scratch include the 
following:

• Leveraging the experience of the vendor
• Minimizing the time it takes to get the solution up and running
• Reducing the number of employees required to maintain the solution
• Ensuring continuous improvement of the solution as technology changes

ABouT AsTeA inTernATionAl
Astea International (NASDAQ: ATEA) is a global provider of software solutions that offer all 
the cornerstones of service lifecycle management, including customer management, service 
management, asset management, forward and reverse logistics management and mobile 
workforce management and optimization. Astea’s solutions link processes, people, parts, and 
data to empower companies and provide the agility they need to achieve sustainable value in 
less time, and successfully compete in a global economy. Since 1979, Astea has been helping more 
than 600 companies drive even higher levels of customer satisfaction with faster response times 
and proactive communication, creating a seamless, consistent and highly personalized experience 
at every customer relationship touch point.
 
www.astea.com.   Service Smart.  Enterprise Proven.
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