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Is Your Software
Holding Your Business

Back?

If you're reading this guide, chances
are you've felt that familiar sinking
feeling when looking at your business
software.

You know the one—that moment when
you realize your current system is
causing more problems than it's
solving. Maybe it's the countless hours
spent on manual data entry. Perhaps
it's the customer complaints about
your clunky checkout process. Or it
could be the frustrated sighs from your
team every time they mention “the
system.”

For business owners without a
technical background, navigating
software decisions can feel like being

dropped in a foreign country
without a map or translator. The
landscape is filled with confusing
terminology, vague promises, and
the persistent fear of making an
expensive mistake.

Many successful business owners
share the same frustration. As one
business owner told us:

“l often felt overwhelmed and
prepared for the conversation
even before the conversation.
Even when searching for
software developers, I'd go into
a site and not understand half
of what was being ‘pitched".
Business owners without an 'I'T
department’' need real
conversations without the
industry lingo.”



The good news? You don't need a
computer science degree to make smart
software decisions for your business.

This guide cuts through the technical jargon to give you a clear path forward.
By the time you finish reading, you'll be able to:

« |dentify exactly how your current software is limiting your business
o Calculate the real cost of doing nothing about it

« Understand your options in plain, straightforward language

o Make a confident decision about whether to buy or build

« Know how to find and work with the right technical partners

« Manage the process without getting lost in technical details




So let's turn your
software from a
business liability into
the growth engine it
should be—no
technical
background
required.



Chapter 1:
ldentifying
When Your
Software Has

Become a
Liability



Signs You've Outgrown Your
Current System

Sometimes the signs that your software is holding you back are obvious—
like a system crash during your busiest season. But more often, the
limitations creep in gradually until one day you realize your business is being
hamstrung by the very tools meant to help it thrive.

Here are the clear warning signs that your software has become a liability:

1.You're manually entering the same data multiple times

If your team is copying information from one system to another, or worse,
from paper into a computer, you're burning precious hours every week. This
isn't just inefficient—it's an error factory waiting to happen.

2.Your team constantly complains about “the system”

When team members regularly say things like “that's just how the system
works” or “we have to do it this way because of the software” you're hearing
resignation, not solutions. Your software should adapt to your business
processes, not force your business to adapt to its limitations.

3.Simple tasks require complex workarounds

If accomplishing basic business functions requires elaborate multi-step

processes or clever “hacks,”your software isn't serving you—you're serving
it.

4.Reporting requires exports and spreadsheet manipulation

When you need to export data into Excel and manipulate it just to
understand what's happening in your business, your software is failing at one
of its most fundamental jobs: providing actionable insights.

5.Your customers experience friction during interactions

Slow checkout processes, confusing user interfaces, or limited payment
options don't just frustrate customers—they actively drive them to your
competitors. In today's world, customer experience is often digital
experience.



The Real Cost Calculator

Understanding the true cost of inadequate software goes beyond the
monthly subscription fee or the initial investment you made years ago. Let's
quantify the impact on your business:

Minutes AL Annual
Per Day CIIE Cost
Wasted
Manual 60 250 250 $25 $6,250
data entry
Workarounds @ 45 250 187.5 $25 $4,687.50
Report 30 50 25 $50 $1,250
creation
TOTAL $12,187.50

Note: Manual data entry and workarounds occur daily 250 business days/year), while
report creation happens less frequently (weekly or monthly), accounting for the 50
days/year calculation.

Revenue Impact:

o Customer abandonment due to poor experience: 5%
« Average annual customer value: $1,000
« 200 customers x 5% abandonment x $1,000 = $10,000 annual lost revenue

Missed Opportunity Cost:

« Hours spent on manual processes instead of growth activities: 462.5
« Value of growth activities per hour: $100
« Opportunity cost: $46,250

The Total Annual Cost:
$12,187.50 + $10,000 + $46,250 = $68,437.50

This isn't just a theoretical exercise—this number represents your actual
affordability ceiling for software solutions.



Understanding What You Can
Actually Afford

In our work with hundreds of business owners, we've noticed a consistent
pattern: most are shocked when they receive custom software quotes that
are 3-5 times what they expected to pay.

Here's the critical insight most business owners miss: The annual opportunity
cost of your current system is what you can actually afford to spend on a
better solution.

Think about it this way—if your inadequate software is costing your business
$68,437.50 every year in wasted time, lost customers, and missed
opportunities, then any solution that costs less than that amount is actually
saving you money over time.



..$68,437.50
annual cost x 10
years =
$684,375 total
cost of doing
nothing

When viewed through a 10-year business
perspective (even conservatively estimating), the
math becomes even clearer:

$68,437.50 annual cost x 10 years = $684,375
total cost of doing nothing

Even a $200,000 custom software investment that
eliminates these inefficiencies would pay for itself
more than three times over during this period. And
while we're using 10 years for this calculation, well-
designed custom software should last your
business 15-20+ years with proper maintenance
and updates. This long-term view is how successful
businesses make technology investment decisions.

Several of our customers have informed us that
their custom software development costs
qualified for an immediate tax deduction in the
first year under Section 179 of the tax code, rather
than being depreciated over multiple years. This
can significantly improve your first-year cashflow.
Be sure to consult with your CPA to confirm if this
would apply to your specific situation.

Before you dismiss a solution as “too expensive,”
ask yourself: Compared to what? The status quo
has a very real—and often much higher—cost than
most business owners realize.

Quick Exercise: Ta ke a moment to list the top
three ways your current software is wasting time
ormoney in your business. For each one, estimate
the weekly time spent dealing with it, then multiply
by 50 weeks and your hourly labor cost. The
number might surprise you.
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Chapter 2:
Understanding
Your Options
In Plain English



Now that you
understand the cost
of your current
situation, let's
explore your options
—without the
confusing technical
jargon.
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Option 1: Off-the-Shelf Solutions

What these actually are:

Off-the-shelf software is pre-built, ready-to-use software designed to serve
common business needs.Think QuickBooks for accounting, Shopify for e-
commerce, or Salesforce for customer management. These products are
designed to work for many businesses with minimal customization.

When they make sense:

« Your business processes follow common industry practices
e You're just starting out and need basic functionality

o Your budget is limited and predictability is important

« You need something working quickly

The hidden limitations and costs:

Monthly subscription fees that add up over time
Often charged per user, which gets expensive as you grow

Limited customization for your unique processes
Integration challenges with other tools
You're bound by their development roadmap and priorities

Real business example:

A small retail business might successfully use Shopify for e-commerce,
QuickBooks for accounting, and Mailchimp for customer emails. This
combination works well until the business grows and needs more
specialized inventory management that connects seamlessly with both their
online and physical store operations.

13



Option 2: The Middle Ground -
Customized Existing Software

What API integrations actually mean:

Think of APIs (Application Programming Interfaces) as doorways that allow
different software systems to talk to each other. When we say “integration,”
we mean creating connections between your existing software tools so they
can share information automatically.

How existing tools can be connected:

Instead of replacing everything, a developer can build custom connections
between your current systems. For example, automatically sending new
customer information from your website to your CRM, or syncing inventory
between your e-commerce platform and warehouse system.

When this approach makes the most sense:

Your current tools are working well individually but don't communicate
You have specific workflow gaps that need addressing

You want to preserve your team's familiarity with existing systems
Your budget falls between off-the-shelf and fully custom solutions

Cost considerations:

Integration projects typically cost between $5,000 and $50,000 depending
on complexity and the number of systems involved. This is often a smart
middle ground that delivers high ROI by eliminating manual data transfer
while preserving what works in your current setup.
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What “custom” really means:

Custom software is built specifically for your business. It's designed around
your exact processes, incorporates your specific terminology, and can
evolve as your business needs change. Think of it as having a suit tailored
versus buying off the rack..

Debunking myths about custom software:

Myth v Reality

It's always While the upfront cost is higher, you own the result
prohibitively and avoid ongoing subscription fees that grow with
expensive your business

It takes forever Modern development approaches can deliver working
to build parts of your system in weeks, not months or years

With proper planning and an experienced partner,
It's too risky custom software can actually reduce business risk by
eliminating dependencies on third-party roadmaps

When building from scratch is the right choice:

« Your processes are unique to your industry or business

« You've tried off-the-shelf options and hit their limitations

« Your competitive advantage relies on how you operate

« When you have old, custom software that your business relies on now
and you need it updated, modernized, and refined to the 21st century

« The ROI calculation makes sense (more on this in Chapter 3)

Budget realities:

Custom software typically starts around $50,000 for simple applications and
can range into the hundreds of thousands for complex business systems.
However, unlike subscription software, you own the result and control its
evolution.

15



Chapter 3:
Determining
Your Budget

and ROI



Setting a Realistic Budget

Budgeting for software is like budgeting for any other business investment—
it needs to align with both your financial reality and the potential return.
Here's how to approach it:

Industry benchmarks for different solutions:

Solution Type Typical Budget Range = Payment Structure

. $50-$500/month Monthly
LU per user subscription
Customizations $5,000 - $50,000 Project-based +
& Integrations maintenance
Custom Software $50,000 - $250,000  Frojectphases +

maintenance

Factoring in ongoing maintenance:

All software requires ongoing maintenance to remain secure, compatible
with other systems, and aligned with your evolving business needs. Budget
for:

« Off-the-shelf: 100% covered in subscription (but you have no control over
features)

o Customizations: 15-20% of initial cost annually

o Custom software: 15-25% of initial development cost annually

17



Breaking down costs into phases:

For larger projects, especially custom development, consider a phased
approach:

1.Discovery Phase: $5,000-$15,000. Define requirements, create
specifications, establish ROI. This is measure twice, cut once. Done right,

this will save you tens to hundreds of thousands of dollars by preventing
costly changes later.

2.MVP (Minimum Viable Product): 30-50% of total budget. Build the core
functionality you need immediately. Get essential features working quickly
SO your business can start benefiting while the complete solution evolves.

3.Iterations and Enhancements: Remaining budget. Add features based on
real usage and feedback. Guide the project through real use-cases, not
just theory, ensuring the final product truly fits your business needs.

This approach reduces risk and allows you to see value sooner.

Calculating Your Return on Investment

ROI for software isn't theoretical—it's very concrete when you know what to
measure.
Time savings x hourly rates:

 Identify manual tasks that will be automated
« Track current time spent (hours per week)
o Multiply by labor cost and project over 13 years

Automation opportunities:

« List processes that could be fully automated
o Calculate labor costs for these processes
o Factor in error reduction and quality improvements

18



Customer experience improvements:

« Estimate reduction in abandonment/customer loss
o Calculate value of improved satisfaction and retention
« Consider competitive advantage of better experience

New revenue opportunities:

» Faster service delivery = more capacity
« Better customer experience = higher prices or volumes
o New capabilities = new service offerings

Sample ROI Calculator:

Benefit Category Year1
Time Savings $25,000
Error Reduction $5,000
Customer Retention =~ $10,000
New Opportunities $15,000
Total Benefits $55,000
Project Costs $75,000
Net Value $20,000

Year 2
$27,500
$5,500
$11,000
$30,000
$74,000
$15,000
$59,000

Year 3

$30,250
$6,050

$12,100

$45,000
$93,400
$15,000
$78,400

3-Year Total

$82,750
$16,550
$33,100
$90,000
$222,400
$105,000
$117,400
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How These Numbers Were
Calculated:

1. Time Savings:

e Year 1: 1,000 hours saved x $25/hour = $25,000
o Year 2: 10% increase due to system familiarity = $27,500
« Year 3: Another 10% improvement = $30,250

Example: If your team currently spends 20 hours/week on manual processes
that could be automated, that's 1,040 hours per year. At $25/hour, you'd
save $26,000 annually.

2. Error Reduction:

 Year 1: Estimated cost of current errors = $5,000 (e.g., 50 errors/year x
$100 average cost per error)
o Years 2-3: 10% annual improvement as the system mature

Example: If billing errors affect 2% of your transactions and each requires 2
hours to fix at $25/hour plus occasional refunds or compensation, each error
costs about $100.

3. Customer Retention:

« Year 1: 10 customers saved x $1,000 average value = $10,000
o Years 2-3: 10% annual improvement in retention

Example: If your current system frustrates customers during checkout
and you lose 2 customers per month as a result, better software could
save 24 customers annually. At $500 lifetime value each, that's $12,000
saved.

4. New Opportunities:

« Year 1: Conservative estimate of new capabilities = $15,000
« Year 2: Full adoption and new features = $30,000
« Year 3: Expanded capabilities and innovation = $45,000

Example: New software might enable you to launch a subscription service
worth $1,250/month in new revenue, totaling $15,000 in Year 1.
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5. Project Costs:

« Year 1: Initial development = $75,000

« Years 2-3: Ongoing maintenance and enhancements = $15,000/year 20%
of initial cost)

« Note: Your actual costs will vary based on project scope, but
maintenance typically runs 15-25% of initial development costs annually.

6. Net Value: Simply subtract Project Costs from Total Benefits for each
year.

How to Create Your Own ROI Calculation:

 List every manual process that could be automated

o Estimate hours spent weekly x 50 weeks x hourly cost

« |dentify customer friction points and estimate retention impact

« Consider new services or capabilities the software would enable

o Get realistic quotes for development and maintenance

« Project benefits over 3+ years with conservative growth estimates
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In this example, the project breaks even during
year 2 and delivers over $117,000 in net value by
the end of year 3 — more than double the initial
investment.

Quick Exercise: List your top three software
pain points and estimate the annual cost of each
(time wasted x hourly rate). This gives you a
baseline for what solving these problems might
be worth.

22



Chapter 4:
How to Talk to
Software
Professionals



The Translation Guide

One of the biggest challenges for non-technical business owners is simply
communicating with software professionals. Here's your translation guide
for common terms you'll encounter:

Common Technical Terms in Plain English:

Technical Term What It Actually Means

AP The way two software systems connect and share
infor mation
The behind-the-scenes part of software that users
Backend ,
don't see
Frontend The part users interact with (screens, buttons, forms)
Database Where your business information is stored and
organized
Cloud-based Software that runs on internet servers instead of your
computers
Ul/UX How the software looks and how easy it is to use
Responsive Website/app that works well on phones, tablets, and
design computers
Scalability How well the system can grow as your business grows
Deployment The process of making your software live and available

24



Questions You Should Ask And
Understand the Answers to):

1.“How will we know if the project is on track?”

Good answer: Clear milestones with specific deliverables you can see and
test.

2.“What happens if requirements change during the project?”

Good answer: A defined change management process with impact
assessment.

3.“How will you ensure the system is secure?”

Good answer: Specific security measures and regular testing procedures

4.“Who will own the code/system when it's complete?”

Good answer: You will own it completely (for custom development)

5.“How will you document the system for future maintenance?”

Good answer: Comprehensive documentation in non-technical and technical
formats.

Red Flags to Watch For:

« Excessive technical jargon without explanation
Vague timelines without specific milestones
Unwillingness to put guarantees in writing

No discussion of testing processes

No clear communication plan

25



Evaluating Potential Partners

Beyond technical skills, you need a partner who understands your business.
Qualities to look for:

1.References: Can they provide examples of similar work with businesses
like yours?

2.Support commitment: What happens after the project is complete?

3.Business acumen: Do they ask questions about your business goals, not
just technical requirements?

4.Communication clarity: Can they explain complex concepts in terms you
understand?

5.Process transparency: Do they have a clear, documented approach to
projects?

Case Study: Finding the Right Partner

Maria runs a specialty food distribution business and needed to replace her
15 year-old inventory system. After two false starts with developers who
built technically sound but practically unusable systems, she found success
with her third partner.

The difference? This partner spent two full days in her warehouse before
writing a single line of code. They observed workflow, talked to staff, and
understood the business challenges firsthand. The resulting system
reflected how her business actually worked, not how software developers
thought it should work.
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Sample Interview Questions for
Developers or Agencies:

1

“Can you explain your
development process
in non-technical
terms?”

4

“What happens if
we're not satisfied
with a particular
feature or function?”

2

“What steps do you
take to understand our
business before
building anything?”

5

“How do you
recommend we handle
ongoing maintenance
and updates?”

3

“How will you ensure
the solution actually
solves our business
problems?”

6

“Can you provide
examples of similar
projects and references
| can contact?”

27



Chapter 5:
Managing Your
Software
Project
Successfully



Setting Clear Expectations

Even the best developer can't read your mind. Clear expectations are the
foundation of successful projects.

Defining scope and priorities:

o Document essential features versus “nice-to-haves”
 Prioritize capabilities based on business impact

« Be specific about what's NOT included

o Define what “done” looks like for each feature

Establishing communication protocols:

« Set regular check-in meetings (weekly is typical)

« Define the primary contact person on both sides

« Establish response time expectations

o Determine how questions and issues will be handled

Creating meaningful milestones:

« Break the project into visible progress points

« Ensure each milestone delivers something you can review
o Connect milestones to payment schedules when possible
« Document acceptance criteria for each milestone
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Payment Structures That Protect
You

How you pay for development can significantly impact project success and
risk distribution. Fixed price vs. hourly billing explained: . Fixed price:

Fixed price vs. hourly billing explained:
Fixed price: The developer commits to a specific scope for a set price

« Pros: Budget certainty, risk shifts to developer
« Cons: Less flexibility, potential for scope disputes

Hourly billing: You pay for actual time spent on development

o Pros: Maximum flexibility, pay for exactly what you get
« Cons: Budget uncertainty, risk shifts to you

Hybrid approach: Fixed price for well-defined components, hourly for
evolving needs

« Pros: Balances certainty with flexibility
« Cons: Requires clear boundaries between approaches

Milestone-based payment schedules:

« Tie significant payments to completed milestones

« Hold back 10-20% until final acceptance

« Include testing periods between completion and acceptance
» Define remedy procedures for missed milestones

Handling changes and additions:

Establish a formal change request process

Require impact assessments (time, cost, other features)
Document all changes in writing

Update project timeline and budget with each approved change

30



Staying in Control Without
Technical Knowledge

You don't need to know how to code to effectively manage a software
project.

How to track progress meaningfully:

Focus on business functionality, not technical completion

Ask for demonstrations, not technical status reports

Use simple metrics: features completed vs. planned, time spent vs.
estimated

Track issues and resolutions to identify patterns

Questions to ask during development:

1.“Can you show me what's been completed since our last meeting?”
2.“What challenges or roadblocks have you encountered?”

3.“Are we still on track for our next milestone?”

4.“What decisions do you need from me to keep moving forward?”

Testing strategies for non-technical owners:
» Create real-world test scenarios based on your business processes
« Involve actual end-users in testing
o Document everything that doesn't work as expected

o Test one complete process at a time

The handover process - what you need to own:

Source code (for custom development)
Administrator access to all systems
Documentation (user guides and technical)
Training for your team

Support and maintenance agreements
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Conclusion: Taking Action
Without Fear

Throughout this guide, we've walked through the journey from recognizing
software limitations to successfully implementing solutions. Let's recap the
key decision points:

1.1dentify the problem: Quantify how your current software limits your
business

2.Explore your options: Off-the-shelf, customized, or fully custom
solutions

3.Calculate ROI: Determine what the right solution is worth to your
business

4.Choose the right partner: Find someone who understands your business,
not just technology

5.Manage the process: Set clear expectations, track progress, and
maintain control

Your next steps depend on where you are in this journey:

If you're still defining the problem:

o Complete the Cost Calculator exercise in Chapter 1
o Document your critical business processes and pain points
« Talk to your team about their biggest software frustrations

If you're evaluating options:

« Use the ROI Calculator from Chapter 3
« Explore available off-the-shelf options with a critical eye
« Talk to at least three potential development partners

If you're ready to move forward:

» Create a phased implementation plan
« Establish your budget and expected returns
» Select a partner and define clear project milestones

32



Remember: The
biggest risk isn't
making the wrong
software decision—
it's letting indecision
prevent you from
addressing problems
that cost your
business money
every day.
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Bonus:
Software
Evaluation

Worksheets



Current System Pain Point Assessment

Pain Point Business Impact ELE ULERIE AL
Weekly Cost

Manual data Delays order 10 $13,000
entry processing

ROI Calculator Template

Benefit Category Year 1 Year 2 Year 3 3-Year Total
Time Savings $20,000 $22,000 $24,200 $66,200
Error Reduction

Customer Retention

New Opportunities

Total Benefits

Project Costs

Net Value
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Developer Interview Template

Developer Developer

Question Developer A B C
How do you learn about Initial discovery

our business needs? workshop

What's your

communication process?

How do you handle
changes mid-project?

What's your testing
approach?

How is maintenance
handled?

Can | see similar work
examples?

What's your pricing
structure?

References provided?
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Project Milestone Tracker

Expected Actual Payment
Completion Completion Due

Discovery 3/15/2025 $10,000 Not Started
Phase

Ready For Personalized Help With
Your Software Decision?

You've taken the first step by understanding the options and frameworks for
making smart software decisions. But we know every business is unique, with
its own specific challenges and opportunities.

Why Work With Pilot West Studios?

At Pilot West Studios, we founded our company specifically to help non-
technical business owners navigate complex software decisions without the
confusing jargon and open-ended commitments.

We're proud to be rated as the top business software development
company on Bark.com because we speak your language - business results,
not technical

specifications.
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What Our Clients Say:

“I highly recommend Pilot West Studios for your programming needs. It is
one of the few companies that put customer satisfaction ahead of their
bottom line. Jake and Adam worked diligently on a very difficult
programming problem | had and came up with three options to solve it”

James H., CEO at Tricity Supply

“Being a young entrepreneur, | knew | wanted to bring my family business
into the modern digital age but didn't know where to start. After a brief
conversation, we discovered that building an application was not the best
route for me at the time. They pointed me toward a cost-effective solution
that saved me $50k+! I'm incredibly grateful for the selfless help they
gave me!”

Anthony Fuentes, CEO atFuentes Home Services
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Limited Opportunity: Software Diagnosis
Consultation ($750 Value-Yours Free)

Due to high demand, we only offer 5 free consultation slots per month - and
they typically fill up quickly

Book your session now to secure one of the remaining_slots this month.

During this 45-minute consultation (normally valued at $750), we'll:

« Analyze your current software pain points with our proprietary
assessment framework

« |dentify immediate cost-saving opportunities you can implement within 30
days

o Create a custom roadmap for your software evolution

« Provide a clear decision framework for buy vs. build in your specific
situation

« Give you a realistic budget range based on your specific needs - with no
surprises

This isn't a sales pitch - it's a working session with actionable takeaways
whether you decide to work with us or not.

[Click Here To Claim One Of The 5
Remaining Free Consultation Slots]

Note: Due to the depth of preparation required for each consultation, we must
limit these sessions. If all slots are filled when you click, you'll be
automatically added to our waitlist for priority access next month.

Pilot West Studios: We help businesses modernize, automate, and grow—
without the fluff, vague timelines, or “it's on the roadmap” answers.
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