
Prepared	by	Delta	Think,	Inc.	
Proprietary	and	confidential.	

	
PUBLISHER	DASHBOARD	

Build vs. Buy Considerations 
January 2017 

Every publisher faces a “build or buy” decision when assessing their technology options. To help 
prospective customers with this decision as they consider RedLink’s Publisher Dashboard and its 
related suite (RedLink Network and SiteLeads™), we asked DeltaThink to bring their extensive 
experience with technology deployments for STM publishers to assemble an overview of the general 
requirements, level of effort, business stakeholder time allocations, and cost ranges. In addition, 
these numbers were validated by an independent third-party specializing in technology deployments 
outside of scholarly publishing.  

A sampling of the work needed to create a comparable, custom, in-house usage analytics system 
for an STM publisher 

• Develop a comprehensive project plan and release schedule. 
• Gather and develop requirements and stories from a wide cross-section of stakeholders. 
• Design the data specifications, systems, data flows from multiple sources, workflows, and integrations.  

• Design a database intended to manage multiple dimensions of data points within a complex set of 
information, including metadata about customers and their parent-child relationships.  

• Review the plans, requirements, and designs with stakeholders and iterate until requirements are met.  

• Build out a highly secure, redundant technical platform for high availability In order to support global sales 
teams.  

• Create configurable roles management and access controls for administrators, internal staff, and external 
users.  

• Create processes to maintain the system 24x7. 
• Design and develop network-level, application-level, and data security. 

• Design, configure, and test data acquisition from the source systems. The data export scheme at each 
source is different and requires custom handling in order to normalize the data. 

• Develop automated daily ingestion processes to ingest, transform, and store the incoming data and 
metadata.  

• Design the user experience: Develop query-driven dynamic faceted search and browse, featuring real-time 
financial calculations and user-configurable results display  

• Design the UI and supporting processes to maintain compatibility with the continually evolving responsive 
mobile and web browser market  

• Test the end-to-end system functionality with each iteration and bug fix, ensuring that end user acceptance 
testing runs efficiently and issues are resolved before they affect business operations 

• Work with internal staff and a team of external users to create test plans and iterate through user 
acceptance tests for each deliverable release. 
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Team makeup 

• Product Manager  
• Business Analysts 
• Project Manager 
• Tech Leads, back-end and front end engineers 
• Infrastructure engineers 
• Network/application/data security experts 
• Database administrators 
• Big data expert (to manage multiple dimensions of data points) 
• UI/UX experts (may be outsourced) 
• Dev operations (integrations, deployments, etc.) 
• QA resources 
• Sales team (needed for requirements, User Acceptance Testing [UAT]) 

Project sizing estimates 
The costs and timelines will vary depending on system complexity, including: 

• The volume of data 
• The number of different sources 
• The number of data points tracked 
• And – as always – resource availability 

• A relatively simple (barebones) version of the system might take three to six months to plan, build, and test 
and cost in the $100,000 to $200,000 range 

• A moderately complex version might take nine months to one year and cost in the $200,000 to $400,000 
range 

• Annual maintenance costs (upgrades, fixes, new requirements) estimated between $40,000 and $80,000, 
depending on in-house IT investment level overall. A subset of steps above would need to be repeated at 
times, as well. 

Total Cost of Ownership (TCO) and maintenance cost considerations 
You’ll need to also estimate direct ongoing costs for acquired system components, licensing, maintenance, 
and support: 
• Hardware/OS or cloud services 
• Database software (usually about 20% of annual licensing cost) 
• Security software (and possibly hardware and services) 
• Data acquisition fees, if any 
• Site monitoring 

 
After the initial project is complete, you’ll need to estimate direct and ongoing internal allocations and costs for 
custom system maintenance and support, which would be 50-60% of the original development costs1, 
especially for: 
• Database administrator 
• Developers 
• UX/UI specialists 
• Development operations and QA specialists 
• Help Desk 
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Business stakeholder allocations 
It’s critical to account for business unit stakeholder allocations to the project team. That is, how much time will 
building your own solution take from staff and managers in the areas involved in the project. For projects of 
the type, size, and scope of RedLink Publisher Dashboard, allow for approximately 200 hours for each team 
member for a six-month project (assumes an iterative “Agile”-style development process, 8 hours per week for 
meetings, planning, reviews, UAT, and other work). There is also typically training time of approximately 4 
hours per person. 
 
The opportunity cost of business stakeholder allocations also need to be considered. For example, the sales 
team will be diverted from selling in order to gather requirements, test builds, and participate in iterative UAT.  

Other considerations 
RedLink Publisher Dashboard integrates with the community-driven credentials-management system, RedLink 
Network, as well as the sales optimization system, RedLInk SiteLeads™. Building these additional systems 
would multiply the investment by 3-5 times.  
 
For the sake of comparison, RedLink Publisher Dashboard requires 4-6 weeks for setup and deployment once 
purchased, and costs far less on an annual basis than the projected maintenance cost for a standalone 
implementation (maintenance costs for a standalone build do not account for the amortized cost of the initial 
build).   
 


