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Employee Wellness Technology: Build or Buy?

Is it better to build in-house custom wellness software? Or is it smarter to outsource the work? The build
vs. buy debate is alive and well in the field of employee wellness technology. As the foundation of
employee well-being programs, technology that is up to date, secure and engaging is critical: it meets
users where they are and dictates a program'’s efficiency. It also has a major influence on the customer’s
buying process and end-user participation. This is especially true in a post-pandemic landscape where
many employees continue to work remotely and need their employer-sponsored wellness program to

work equally well from the home office as it does from HQ.

If your customer-facing technology needs an update, follow this guide to better understand software
development options and factors that will help you make an informed decision for optimal wellness

programming, no matter where your people are located.

Creating and Maintaining Wellness Software Today

Technology is constantly advancing, and so is the landscape of worksite wellness. The current trend of
many employees participating in well-being programming remotely has led to the creation of
applications (apps) that provide a fully remote wellness program experience to workforces. Employers
who want to start offering this kind of up-to-date well-being program are presented with a logistical
issue: is it better to build the necessary wellness software in-house, outsource to a third-party software
engineer to custom-build the software, or buy the software from a third-party wellness technology

vendor?

Software Development and Maintenance Requirements

Since 2020, technology with remote access has become a basic expectation in many industries. But the
startup and creation of the portals, apps, and supporting software required can be a lengthy and
expensive project. Getting the program created is only half the battle; effective maintenance truly
requires a dedicated team of IT professionals. In fact, up to 60% of organizational software development
effort is spent on maintenance. Additionally, making sure wellness technology remains up to date,
compliant with security standards and effective in improving users’ well-being are major responsibilities

for employee wellness coordinators.

Software Project Statistics
Creating a new employee well-being software program is a sizable undertaking. Here are a few statistics
(source) about software projects in generai:

e 50%+ of software projects are late

e Most go over budget by at least 27%

e 98% under-deliver on requirements
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e 80% of budget succumbs to software defects

e 85% of large software projects fail
These stats can help manage expectations for development projects. However, they shouldn't
necessarily scare you off; this option may still be viable for some organizations. To reduce risk, look for a
way to test concepts before making a large project investment. Some vendors will work with you to test
your concept in the design phase. For example, CoreHealth’s flexible technology framework will allow you

to configure and test-drive your product ideas prior to a huge financial investment.

Data Security and PHI

Data security is another major consideration for wellness programming and technology. Participants
must be comfortable sharing personal health information (PHI) through the site. Any uncertainty about
privacy and security could be a barrier to participation. The world of security and breach protection is
evolving daily, so it's essential to remain compliant with increasingly stringent privacy laws, and aware of

the reality of privacy lawsuits.

Making the Right Decision
If your wellness software is more than a couple of years old and you don't have a team of developers
dedicated to daily maintenance, it may be time to update your approach to wellness. Here are a few

options.

Software Sourcing Options

Whether it’s time to replace your software system or you're introducing a new business or product line,

there are three primary choices for sourcing software:
1. Build In-House: Build using your own internal resources
2. Outsource Development: Build using external resources (outsourcing)
3. Buy Existing: Buy pre-existing software
The last 30 years have seen the pendulum swing from all business software being written and

maintained in-house to nearly all software development being outsourced, or all software being

purchased and integrated. There is a place and time for each of these options.
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Overview of Software Sourcing Options

/ BUILD IN-HOUSE \ /OUTSOURCE DEVELOPMENT\ / BUY EXISTING \

e Solve unique problem e Solve unique problem e Quick timeline

Cons: e Shortened timeline e Reduced risk for cost-linked

e Cost and resource drain for Cons: to sales
ongoing maintenance e Cost for ongoing e Reduced risk for projects-can

e Duediligence for maintenance ‘test-drive’ before cost outlay
privacy/security e Duediligence for Cons:

e Typical project risks privacy/security e Potential to not meet needs

e Extended Timeline e Typical project risks e Competing priorities with

\ / \ / K othercustomersforfeaturey

Let’s break down the pros and cons of each option.

Build In-House

Over the past 20 years, technology has become so key to the success of well-being programs that some
organizations have hired IT professionals solely to work on building and maintaining a well-being portal,

associated apps, and software.

o IT Department Demands: IT professionals often favor building new systems whenever possible
rather than taking on external software. Creating a system that is their own can be seen as a
benefit and allows programmers to develop exactly what is needed.

e Unique Needs: If you're creating a unique product with a lot of integrations, and you have an
abundance of skilled resources (both technical and subject matter experts), then building your
own software is a viable option. Building may be your only option if you've investigated all off-the-
shelf products and found that none will meet your needs.

o Exclusivity: You may also feel you need exclusivity over your products. Be sure to research
whether your inventions are unique or are already available through simple configuration options.
If you do have a brand-new invention, it may be worth investing in your own system if you can be

assured that your competitors are not currently pursuing the same idea.
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Cons:

e Same Thinking: A potential risk of building your own solution is that requirements are often
defined based on an existing system and specific knowledge. Too often, in-house solutions have
the same characteristics as the old system and therefore become outdated quickly. Companies
who partner with a wellness technology company get access to a fresh, outside-the-box
approach to well-being.

¢ Need to Own Code: Often companies feel that they need to own their software code outright for
their company to retain the highest value. What is often overlooked is the cost of owning out-of-
date or ineffective software. Over time, if you have expensive resources such as health coaches
working with faulty software, it can affect your bottom line and have a negative impact on your
value. Accounting firms don’t write their own financial software nor do engineering firms write
their own CAD software. Often you can increase company value more by focusing on your core
business and competencies, rather than wrangling with a software project.

e Resourcing: The primary responsibility for IT teams in large organizations is to source, develop
and manage software required for running the business. The demand on these teams is usually
so large that most suffer from a backlog of requests. It is rare to have available resources to
dedicate to large projects. Building in-house means there will be considerable drag on both the
business and technical teams for training, knowledge transfer, project management, and quality
assurance.

o Skills: If you are opting to build in-house, consider the technical skills available. Creating and
deploying software as a product requires a specific skill set. In-house programmers are used to
clearly defined business requirements. Because they typically work with internal subject matter
experts as a single customer, internal programmers have the luxury of being able to hard-code
specific business rules into the software. Vendor programmers are required to design a very
flexible software solution as they are required to support many customers all working differently.

e Maintenance: Most software today is being offered as a service (Saas). When you deliver an
internally managed solution to customers, it puts an ongoing responsibility on the IT department,
from undertaking the due diligence and privacy impact assessments, to the ongoing
management of the security and server environment. Internal data centers may not meet the
requirements of a SaasS deployment and could require upgrading.

o Note: An organization concerned about the functionality and cost of its software systems
may want to choose a Saas provider that's an expert in the specific software area they
need. If they the Saas provider doesn’'t perform as planned, information can easily move to

another provider.
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e Privacy & Security Compliance: Responding to privacy and security audits and assessments is
very time-consuming. These examples are common security due diligence questions which a
managing IT team is responsible for:

o Which independent audit reports on procedures, controls, safeguards and security, facility,
customer data archival and protection, infrastructure and applications has been
successfully passed (incl. the scope)?

o Are you compliant with data protection/privacy requirements of the EU Data Protection
Directive (Directive EC/46/95)?

o Do you adhere to Safe Harbor privacy principles?

o Are there contractual agreements in place with subcontractors/affiliates in third-world
countries such as the EU Standard Contractual Clauses for Processors in Third-World
Countries?

o Does the system allow for a federated IDM (identity management) infrastructure which is

interoperable both for high assurance and low assurance?

Be sure you allocate the necessary resources internally or ensure your partner (if outsourced) can

support this.

¢ High Time Requirement: When building, be sure to calculate how much time the team will require
for ongoing maintenance and feature requests. In addition to feature requests, there are
expectations of support for an endless array of devices, browsers, security laws, industry research

and trends, not to mention dealing with any issues as they arise.
The initial build of the software is just the beginning.

e Unforeseen Issues: A drawback for internally designed products is that often, unforeseen issues
arise when you start implementing the product with end users. Meanwhile, a software
development company specializing in a solution is already operating in thousands of
organizations. They've worked out most of the kinks already, resulting in a smoother user
experience.

* Time to Market and Obsolescence: Another downside of developing internally is the time to
market. In the year or two it takes to develop a system, the whole industry focus can change.
Consider devices and wearables for example: because it's their business focus, software vendors
in this space are carefully watching market developments and are already integrating as the
changes hit the market. It's an ongoing responsibility to keep a solution up to date. Too often,

projects become obsolete during the time required to create them.
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Outsource Development

If in-house development seems too risky, outsourcing may be worth considering. Outsourcing originally
helped reduce the prohibitive cost of development due to high labor costs for software engineering.
Many organizations looked overseas to outsource their development to countries with good education
but low labor costs. This, in turn, caused its own problems regarding management, quality, and security

of intellectual property.

Outsourcing has undergone many transitions over the past 25 years, from offshore, to domestic, and
finally to a hybrid model combining both foreign and domestic resources. Today, suppliers in other
countries are increasingly competitive with quality and services, so costs are leveling. When managed

properly, outsourcing can be a viable option, but is not necessarily the most cost-effective choice.

The major benefit of outsourcing your software development is that you can bypass the gridlock of
typical internal development. Outsourcing companies often have large numbers of resources allocated
to your project and can, theoretically, have it completed much more quickly. Allocate internal,

trustworthy resources with development skills to help manage the project.

¢ No need for an internal development team: when resources are not available internally,
outsourcing may make sense.

e Quick turnaround: Outsourcing can be helpful for projects that need to be completed quickly.
Look for an organization with in-depth market knowledge and enterprise-class software
development expertise. If not qualified, outsourcing can be more trouble than it's worth, leading to
bugs, glitches, missed deadlines and feature shortfall.

e Resources Available: Outsourcing companies having a lot of resources including IT development

and longer-term management.
Cons:

e Lack of Operational Knowledge: If you are working with outside consultants who lack familiarity
with your business or service, it can be detrimental and could lead to a never-ending money pit
or even being shelved completely, as happens in 66% of cases.

e Budget: Hiring a third-party software developer to create a custom technology platform to
support a fully integrated wellness program is expensive. Normally this runs in the millions of
dollars.

¢ Vetting Process: Third-party development firms need to be fully vetted to ensure proper security

standards and best practices.
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Buying an off-the-Shelf Solution

Wellness technology vendors have been perfecting the art of employee well-being programming for
decades. It's their job to provide secure, up-to-date, configurable, and user-friendly technology that
integrates seamlessly with your program. Offerings range from simple to sophisticated and can even
provide a complete, end-to-end annual program. Many packages also include help with program
management, organization, and reporting! An off-the-shelf solution has the potential to meet your

specific needs quickly and easily. A few points to consider:

o Specialists in Wellness Technology: Look for a vendor that focuses on wellness technology. If you
work with a vendor who already deals with a lot of customers, they will know what is going on in

the industry and market, often before you do.

e LowRisk: License fees lower your risk as you only pay for services you buy.

e LessInvestment: Compared with building your own wellness program software, partnering with a
wellness vendor can be very cost effective. There is typically an onboarding/implementation fee
combined with a user license fee.

e Test Drive your Product: If the onboarding fee is low and the implementation fast, you can ‘test-
drive’ your solution without a large upfront cost, especially when compared to building your own
software.

» Integrations: Up-to-date wellness technology is typically configurable with integrations via Single
Sign On (SAML2) and an Application Programming Interface (API). This means that users only
need to sign in once and can access everything they need in one place.

o Stay On Trend: When there is a new trend, it’s likely that someone will identify it and you will
benefit from others’ requests. If you have a unique request, you may ask for exclusivity for a fee.

e Maintenance: Let the professionals take care of maintenance, updates, regular security checks

and updates, and other tasks like user licensing and technical infrastructure upkeep.
Cons:

e Risk: Partnering with a vendor is not a risk-free option. Vendor lock-ins are common in the
software industry. To avoid risk, ensure that you will own all your data so if you need to switch
vendors, there is not a negative impact on your business.

e Security: Not all vendor security is created equal. Be sure to ask the vendor’s due diligence and
breach history. It's important that you and your suppliers have a reliable process for handling
data and security breaches.

» NotExclusive Content: The content you buy may be similar to content that other organizations
are buying from the same or similar wellness vendors. However, most often the products come

white labeled so you can add your own logos and branding.
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Additional Notes:

e Escrow Clause: Ensure that your contract has an escrow clause. In the event the vendor can no
longer support you or goes out of business, you’ll have access to the source code and can
continue business as usual.

* References: To minimize risk, find a vendor with great references. Some potential questions for the
vendor and their references include:

o How quickly are/is the vendor able to deal with custom programming requests?
o How much of the configuration is made available to us?

o Is there exclusivity for unique product requests?

o How many customers do you have of the same size?

o How prompt and effective is the support?

o How quickly is support provided for new browsers and devices?

o How many privacy and security due diligence tests have you successfully undertaken?

Conclusion

There are many factors that inform the Buy vs. Build debate, and the right solution will look different for
each organization.

To review, in-house software development may be the best option for large-scale organizations that
need something specific and unlike anything on the market. This is dependent upon the development
team and business experts having the capacity and resources necessary to complete such a large-

scale project.

If internal resources are not available, outsourcing may be the best option. Third-party software
developers have experience designing and developing new software products, so the likelihood of
success is greater than in-house development. However, this is not necessarily the most cost-effective

option.

For many organizations, partnering with an employee wellness technology vendor is the strongest
choice. Wellness technology vendors have spent decades fine-tuning wellness programming and
packaging it into easy to implement, customizable, fun and effective employee well-being programs.
The largest global organizations, along with small businesses and everything in between, can find a
wellness technology vendor with a package that meets their needs. There is minimal risk involved and

frequently comes with support for program maintenance.

The Build vs. Buy debate is still alive and well, but with the right information you'll be prepared to make

the best decision for your organization.
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