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Executive summary

Fordecades, the build vs. buy debate has been a defining strategic decision for
companies adopting business software. The calculus has always favored buying for
most organizations — the cost, time, and expertise required to build and maintain
enterprise-grade software rarely justified the investment unless the capability in
questionwas a true source of competitive differentiation.

Now, a new force is reshaping the conversation: Al-assisted development, commonly
known as “vibe coding.” With tools like GitHub Copilot, Cursor, and Claude, developers
can generate functional code faster than ever before. The promise is tantalizing — could
companies now build their own Professional Services Automation (PSA) or Customer
Success platforms cheaply and quickly?

The answeris no. Andin some ways, vibe coding makes the case for buying stronger,
not weaker.

This whitepaper examines the “build vs. buy” decision through the lens of Al-assisted
development, specifically withinthe PSA and Customer Success software Certinia
serves. We willdemonstrate that while vibe coding significantly lowers the barrier to
entry forwriting initial code, it does not reduce—and may even amplify—the hidden
costs and technical debt that have traditionally made a pure “build” strategy a high-risk
gamble.

However, the most competitive organizations will not choose between these two
paths. Instead, they will find the greatest value by anchoring their operations in
purpose-built platforms that provide a secure, governed data architecture. By using
these platforms as a foundation, organizations can then safely leverage vibe coding
forhigh-value edge cases and customizations, turning Al-assisted developmentinto a
multiplier forinnovation rather than a source of long-terminstability.

certinia Build vs. Buy in the Age of Vibe Coding | 2



Section 1: Understanding the new landscape

What s vibe coding?

Vibe codingrefers to the practice of using large language model (LLM)-powered
tools to generate, complete, orrefactor code through natural language prompts. A
developer(orevenanon-developer) describes what they wantin plain English, and an
Almodel produces working code.

The productivity gains are real. Studies from Microsoft and GitHub have shown that
developersusing Al coding assistants complete tasks 55% faster on average. For
greenfield projects — building something from scratch — the accelerationis even more
pronounced.

This has led some technology leaders to consider a tempting proposition: “We have a
few developers and access to Al tools. Could we just build our own PSA system?”

The question beneath the question

Before evaluating whetheryou canbuild, itis essential to ask whether you should. The
build vs. buy decision has never been purely a question of development cost. Itisa
question of total value — and total value includes acquisition cost, implementation time,
ongoing maintenance, opportunity cost, compliance burden, integration complexity,
and the compounding value that comes from continuously improving software built
specifically for yourindustry.

Vibe coding changes the numerator (initial development cost) but leaves the
denominator — total sustained value — largely unchanged.

certinia Build vs. Buy inthe Age of Vibe Coding | 3



2. The true cost of building — even with Al

2.1The “last mile” problem

Al-generated code excels at producing functional prototypes. It does not excel at the
last 20% of an enterprise software project — the part that makes software production-
ready.

That final 20% typically includes:

Security hardening — input validation, injection prevention, privilege separation,
encryptionatrestandintransit

Audit logging and compliance — SOX, GDPR, and industry-specific
regulatory requirements

Performance at scale — behaviorunderthousands of concurrent users, large
datavolumes, and complex multi-tenant configurations

Error handling and edge cases — the businesslogic exceptions that only
emerge aftermonths of real-world use

Accessibility — WCAG compliance for enterprise deployments with diverse
user populations
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Altools cantechnically attempt all of the above — but they do not meaningfully reduce
the cost of getting themright. Producing secure, performant, production-ready code
through Al requires significantiteration: the model generates, tests, adjusts, and tests
again, because itis not reasoning from deep engineering knowledge but predicting
the next most likely token. For complex problems like performance optimization or
security hardening, thisloop canrun many cycles before converging on aworkable
solution — and token costs accumulate rapidly with each pass. The resultis that LLM-
assisted developmentinthese areas can still be faster than purely manual approaches,
but the cost and effort savings are far smaller than proponents suggest, and the
outputs demand the same rigorous humanreview as any other code. Fora PSA platform
handling project financials, revenue recognition, and professional service delivery, the
stakes of getting these wrong are severe — and no amount of iteration speed changes
that calculus.

2.2 The ongoing maintenance tax

The most underestimated cost of building software is not building it — itis maintaining
it. Research from Planet Crust and Forrester found that initial development represents
only 20% of the total cost of ownership over a five-year period. The remaining

80% — theinvisible costs — are where custom builds consistently destroy value.
McKinsey's analysis of the cost breakdown over a five-year horizonis instructive:
ongoing maintenance and IT support (~25%), integration and API management (~20%),
innovation and customization (~20%), compliance and security (~10%), and hardware
andinfrastructure (~5%) dwarf the initial build cost. Perhaps most sobering, McKinsey
and the University of Oxford found that on average, large IT projects run 45% over
budgetand 7% over time, while delivering 56% less value than predicted.

Platforms like Certinia are updated continuously to reflect changesin Salesforce
platformreleases (three peryear, eachrequiring compatibility testing), taxlaw and
revenue recognition standards (ASC 606, IFRS 15), security vulnerabilities and patches,
customer-driven feature enhancements, and integration protocol changes from
connected systems. A custom-built PSA system inherits all of these obligations without
the benefit of a dedicated product and engineering organization behindit. Vibe
coding can help write new features, but it cannotreplace the institutional knowledge
embeddedinamature product roadmap built overyearsin a specific domain.

Ausefulmental model: vibe coding reduces the cost of writing software. It does not
reduce the cost of owning software.
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2.3 The domain knowledge gap

Building a PSA or Customer Success platformis not primarily a software
challenge. Itis a domain knowledge challenge. Effective PSA software
must encode:

» Projectaccounting principles and revenue recognitionrules
o Resource management optimizationlogic

« Utilization and revenue forecasting models

» Services-specific KPIs and reporting taxonomies

« Bestpractices forprofessional services and customer success across
industry verticals

This knowledge took Certinia years to accumulate through deep collaboration with
professional services organizations around the world. Itis embedded in data models,
workflow logic, reporting structures, and product decisions that are invisible at first
glance but critical to operational success.

An Al coding tool generates code. It does not generate this domain expertise. A
custom-built system starts at zero on this dimension, regardless of how quickly the
codeis written.

2.4 The hidden cost of developer attention

Every sprint a development team spends maintaining a custom PSA systemis a sprint
not spent on the capabilities that actually differentiate your business. For a professional
services organization, competitive differentiation comes from delivery excellence,
clientrelationships, and service innovation — not from maintaining a time-tracking
module.
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Afrequently overlooked dimension of this cost is context switching. Al tools do allow
engineering teams to produce more software than before with the same headcount —
but engineers stillneed to maintain a mentalmodel of every project they ownin order

to validate that Al-generated outputis correct, secure, and consistent with the existing
codebase. That cognitive overhead does not compress the way code generation does.
Anengineer who delivers 40 productive hours perweek on a single focused project
may deliver only 10 when context-switching across five projects providing support and
maintenance. The productivity lossis notlinear — it compounds with each additional
system pulled underinternal ownership, and at sufficient scale it forces organizations to
beginisolating engineers by product area just to preserve output quality.

What this means in practice is that every additional system a company chooses

to build and maintaininternally increases the strain on each engineer, shrinks the
effective output of the team, and raises the maintenance cost per system. Vibe coding
accelerates theinitial build, but it does not resolve — and may actually accelerate — the
accumulation of internal software obligations that drives this problem. As that portfolio
grows, the tipping point arrives sooner than most organizations anticipate.

Whenvibe coding enters the picture, this opportunity cost becomes even more visible.
Your developers’ timeis now more valuable, not less. The questionis not “canwe use
Alto build this?” but “is this the highest-value use of our Al-augmented development
capacity?” Formost professional services organizations, the honest answeris that
maintaining a custom PSA platformis not — and the context-switching tax ensures it
neverwill be.
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3. What vibe coding actually changes

To beintellectually honest, vibe coding does change some of the build vs. buy calculus
but notinthe way proponents typically claim.

3.1Prototyping speed vs. productionreadiness

Vibe coding dramatically accelerates the creation of a working prototype, the visible tip
of theiceberg. Thisis the phase that feels like progress: ademo that does the core thing
you wanted. Butresearch consistently shows that the initial build represents only 20%
of five-year total cost of ownership for traditional software, and the ratio is even more
extreme for Al-powered builds, where the initial development accounts forjust 109% of
fulllifecycle cost. The invisible 90%: data infrastructure, observability and performance
management, security and compliance, and ongoing model oversight is where the real
costlives.

This acceleration can create a dangerous false sense of proximity to production-
ready software. The ratio of prototype-to-production effortin enterprise software
has historically beenroughly 1:10. Vibe coding may compress the initial build phase,
but the gap thatremains s stillenormous, and the 80% of costs that follow are largely
unaffected by how quickly the first version was written.

Compounding this, McKinsey found that indirect costs and maintenance associated
with developing a product canaccount foras much as 80% of full costs over the
product’slifespan. For Al-powered systems specifically, Gartner projects that by
2030 the cost perresolution for GenAl willincrease as firms realize the massive cost of
deteriorating outputs — meaning the maintenance burden for Al builds grows over time
rather than stabilizing. The prototype was the easy part.
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3.2 Integration complexity unchanged

Modern PSA and Customer Success platforms connect to CRMs, ERP systems,
financial platforms, billing engines, and data warehouses. These integrations require
maintained APl connectors, data mappinglogic, errorhandling, and ongoing updates
as external systems evolve. Vibe coding does not simplify thislandscape. It can help
write individual integration components faster, but the coordination and maintenance
burdenisunchanged.

3.3 Compliance remains non-negotiable

Regulatory and compliance requirements do not bend to development velocity. A
custom-built system handling financial data, project revenue, or customeraccount
information must meet the same standards as any commercial product. These
requirements demand certification, documentation, and ongoing audit readiness that
vibe coding cannot accelerate in any meaningful way.

3.4 Where vibe coding genuinely helps — for buyers

Interestingly, vibe coding creates more value for organizations that buy mature
platforms than forthose that build. Modern platforms like Certinia offer extensibility
frameworks, APls, and customization layers specifically designed to let customers
adapt the system to theirneeds without touching core product code.

With Al coding tools, organizations can:

e Buildcustomreports and dashboards faster
« Developlightweightintegrations to niche internal systems
o Automaterepetitive configuration tasks

o Extendstandard workflows with business-specific logic

Theresultis the best of both worlds: arobust, maintained, compliance-ready
foundation plus the agility of Al-accelerated customization on top.
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4. The strategic case forinvesting in a purpose
built platform

4.1 Time to value

Purpose-built PSAand Customer Success software can be deployed in weeks to
months. A custom-built alternative, even with Al assistance, requires months to years
beforeitreaches production-ready status across the full breadth of functionality. In
professional services, where project profitability and client experience are already
under pressure, thisis a gap that directly affectsrevenue.

4.2 Network effects of a shared product roadmap

When Certinia serves hundreds of professional services organizations, every
customer’s feedback, every edge case discovered, and every best practice identified
feeds backinto the product. Customers benefit from aroadmap shaped by the
collective intelligence of the industry. A custom-built system has aroadmap shaped by
the priorities of one organization’s IT backlog.

4.3 Risk transfer

Buying enterprise software transfers meaningful risk to the vendor. The vendor
isresponsible foruptime, security, data protection, regulatory compliance, and
platform compatibility. A build decision retains all of these risks internally — and with
Al-generated code, potentially introduces new risks around code quality, security
vulnerabilities, and maintainability that are harder to audit than code written by
experienced engineers.
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4.4 Ecosystem and partner network

Platforms like Certinia sit within rich ecosystems: the Salesforce AppExchange,
implementation partners, integration marketplaces, and community resources. This
ecosystem accelerates deployment, reduces implementationrisk, and provides
access to pre-built capabilities that would take years to replicate inisolation.

4.5 Validated by real-world outcomes

The case forbuyingis not theoretical. Organizations across industries have made this
shiftand measured the results directly.

Aleading global software quality and improvement firm previously operated on a
fragmented build of five disconnected internal systems, forcing leadership to manage
the business through spreadsheets. The data gaps andreportinginaccuracies that
resulted were not a technology problem. They were a consequence of building rather
than buying a platform designed for the work. After moving to a purpose-built PSA
platform, the firm achieved a 70% increase in project margin accuracy and recovered
thousands of hours previously lost to manual data reconciliation.

AFortune 100 technology and networking company found that operating across
disconnectedlegacy tools with no single source of truth created a massive
administrative burden, leading to an estimated $100 millioninlost productivity as teams
manually reconciled data between systems. Unifying over 20,000 users onto a single
standardized platformredirected engineering attention toward core innovation rather
thaninternal data management.

Aleading multinational financial institution made the decision to move away from
custom-coded architectures afterrecognizing that the operational friction of
maintaining bespoke systems was actively hinderingits ability to launch and scale new
development programs. Standardizing on an enterprise platform freed its engineering
organization to focus on serving tens of millions of customers rather than maintaining
back-officeinfrastructure.

Each of these casesreflects the same underlying pattern: the cost of the build was
notjust financial, it was the opportunity cost of talent, attention, and strategic focus
consumed by systems that were not core to the business.
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4b. Where vibe coding belongsinan
enterprise software strategy

:
1

}‘ ‘

The most productive use of Al-assisted developmentis not replacing packaged
softwareitis extendingit. Purpose-built platforms like Certinia are designed with
extensibility in mind: open APls, metadata-driven configuration layers, workflow
automation frameworks, and scripting environments specifically intended for
customer-specific logic. Vibe coding amplifies the value of these extensibility layers
dramatically.

Configuration and no-code customization

Modern enterprise platforms expose rich configuration surfaces — custom fields, page
layouts, workflow rules, validation logic, and approval processes — that have historically
required dedicated administrators to manage. With Al coding tools, business analysts
and power users can now describe desired behaviorin plain language and generate

the configuration or formula logic needed to achieveit. Thisis perhaps the safest and
highest-return application of vibe coding in an enterprise context: the underlying
datamodeland business logic remain governed by the platform, while customization
becomes dramatically faster.
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Customreports, dashboards, and analytics

Every organization has reporting needs that go beyond standard out-of-the-box
content. Building customreports, calculated metrics, and executive dashboards has
traditionally required either a skilled Bl developer or a significant time investment from
anadministrator. Vibe coding makes this accessible to a much wider group. Describing
a desiredvisualization or metric in naturallanguage and generating the underlying
query, formula, or dashboard configurationis alow-risk, high-value application. The
datalivesinagoverned system, and the output is easily reviewed and validated.

Workflow automation and business process extensions

Enterprise platforms typically include automation frameworks — flow builders, process
automationtools, scripted actions — that allow customers to encode business-specific
logic without modifying core product code. These are ideal targets for vibe coding.

Examplesinthe PSA and Customer Success context include:

« Automating project status notifications based on utilization thresholds
« Triggering customer health score alerts when engagement metrics drop

» Generatingdraft project plans orresourcing proposals from
historical templates

» Routing approval workflows based on project type, region, or contract value

Because these automations operate within the guardrails of the platform’s data model
and permission framework, Al-generated logic is easier to review, test, and maintain
than equivalent custom-built application code.
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Pointintegrations to niche internal systems

Most organizations have atleast afew internal systems — alegacy HR platform, a
proprietary billing engine, aninternal knowledge base — that are not covered by the
platform’s standard integration library. These pointintegrations are a natural fit for vibe
coding. The scopeisbounded, the data flows are well-defined, and the maintenance
surfaceislimited. Using Al tools to generate the connector code, transformation logic,
and errorhandling for a specificintegration accelerates delivery without taking on the
risk of building a full application.

What vibe coding should not touch

The corollary to identifying where Al-assisted development belongs is being equally
clearaboutwhereitdoesnot.

Core data model changes should be approached with caution. Modifying the
fundamental structure of how projects, resources, contracts, or customer accounts
arerepresented can have cascading effects onreporting, integrations, and future
upgrades. These decisions require platform expertise and a clear architectural rationale
— notjust speed.

Security and permissionlogic should never be Al-generated without rigorous expert
review. Access control, datavisibility rules, and field-level security in a multi-tenant

or multi-region deployment are areas where a subtle error can expose sensitive
financial or customer data. Thisis not a domain where development velocity should be
prioritized over precision.

Revenue recognition and financial calculation logic requires domain expertise and
compliance review that goes beyond what any Al tool can provide. In PSA environments,
incorrect financial logic canresult in material misstatements. Changes to these areas
should follow formal change control processes regardless of how they are developed.

Upgrade-sensitive customizations — code that directly interfaces with core platform
APls orinternal data structures — should be limited and well-documented. Vibe coding
tends to produce working code quickly, but it does not always produce code that

is easy to maintain orupgrade-proof. In a packaged software environment where

the vendorreleases updates multiple times peryear, customizations that are tightly
coupledtointernalimplementation details create compounding risk over time.

The disciplineis not to avoid vibe codingin an enterprise context, itis to apply it where
the blast radius of a mistake is small, the outputisreviewable, and the value of speed
is high.
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5. Decision framework for technology leaders

The following framework helps technology leaders evaluate whether a build, buy, or
hybrid approachis appropriate for any capability under consideration.

Buy when:

« Thecapabilityis not a source of competitive differentiation

« Thedomainrequires deep, accumulatedindustry knowledge
« Regulatory and compliance requirements are significant

« The capability needs to scale with the business without proportional
engineering investment

o Timetovalueisa priority

Build when:

« The capabilityis genuinely proprietary and represents a core
competitive advantage

« Nocommercial solution exists that addresses the specific need
» Theorganization has deep domain expertise in the capability being built

« Theongoing maintenance commitmentis understood andresourced

Extend (buy + vibe code) when:
o« Acommercial platform provides 80-90% of the needed functionality

« Specific customizations orintegrations require code that the vendor’s standard
product does not support

o Al-assisted development can dramatically accelerate the customization work within
the vendor’s extensibility framework

For PSA and Customer Success software, the vast majority of professional services
organizations fallinto the “buy” or “extend” categories. The domain knowledge
embedded in purpose-built platforms like Certinia, combined with the ongoing
investment required to maintain and evolve enterprise software, means that building
from scratch — even with Al assistance —israrely the right strategic choice.
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6. Certinia’s perspective

i

Certinia has spent years building a platform that encodes the best practices of

professional services delivery and customer success management.

That platformrefiects:

o Deepintegrationwith Salesforce, enabling a single data model across the
customerlifecycle

e Revenuerecognitionlogic builtto ASC 606 and IFRS 15 standards

e Resource management capabilities refined through thousands of
customer deployments

o Real-time project financials that connect delivery performance to
business outcomes

The emergence of vibe coding does not diminish thisinvestment — it amplifies its
value. As Altools make software development faster, the differentiator shifts from
“‘who canwrite code” to “who has the domain knowledge, the proven platform, and the
ecosystemto deliver outcomes.” Onall three dimensions, purpose-built software wins.

We encourage technology leaders evaluating PSA and Customer Success platforms to
ask not “could we build this with Al?” but “what would we have to stop doing to maintain
it —andisthatatrade worth making?”
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Conclusion

Vibe codingis a genuine productivity innovation for software development. It lowers
the barrier to building prototypes, accelerates customization, and democratizes some
aspects of software creation. Butit does not change the fundamental economics

of owning and maintaining enterprise software. The domain knowledge gap, the
compliance burden, the integration complexity, and the ongoing maintenance tax
remainasreal asever.

For professional services organizations evaluating PSA and Customer Success
platforms, the build vs. buy decisioninthe age of vibe coding reaches the same
conclusionit always has — only faster. Buy a purpose-built platform. Use Al tools to
extend and personalize it. Invest your development capacity where it creates genuine
competitive advantage.

certimia

Certinia delivers Professional Services Automation and Customer Success Software on the Salesforce
platform, connecting project delivery, resource management, and financial performance in a single system
of record. To learn more about Certinia’s platform, visit certinia.com.

Disclaimer

This documentisinresponse to arequest forinformation and discussion purposes only. It does not contain
any binding commitments.

Certiniareserves the right to amend or modify this information upon receipt of additional information
followingits submission. We further advise that, due to the rapidly evolving nature of our solution, as well
as our technology, security and business environments, the information contained within ourresponseis
subject tochange.

Upon completion of the appropriate due diligence should Certinia be selected as your vendor of choice,
we will sign Certinia’s form of Master Subscription Agreement, and Consulting Services Addendum if
applicable, withreasonable changes to be negotiated in good faith. Those agreements will contain the
definitive terms and conditions governing our relationship. Any legal terms or conditions in your request
orrelated documents that are not expressly included in the definitive, signed agreement will be void and
without effect.

Statement of Confidentiality

This document contains proprietary and confidential trade secrets and information of Certinia and is
provided on the express condition that you maintain this information as confidential and not disclose its
contents to any third party except as may be required by law or regulation, in which case adequate notice
shall first be given to Certinia, Inc. to permit any objection to such disclosure. Thisinformation may be
disclosed to employees, attorneys, or accountants for the purposes of evaluating a business relationship
with Certinia.



