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‘Build or Buy’ Your Next Porsche—
Thinking Clearly About the Component Approach to Development

By Rob Meyer, CEO, Numerical Algorithms Group

Imagine going to your Porsche dealer and asking him to sell you a new Carrera
GT (mid-engine V-10, 605 HP, 0-100 kph in 3.9 seconds) but then informing
them that you'd like to have them replace the engine with one you'd built in your
home garage. Farfetched? The tools and the parts, if not the know-how, are a
few clicks away on the web though few of us would seriously contemplate
building a car this way.

From the point of view of specialists in mathematical, statistical, and data mining
components, this is an apt analogy for many ‘build or buy’ decisions surrounding
analytical application projects. For many complex applications such as these, the
arguments for ‘in-house’ building are as difficult to justify as their equivalents for
building the engine for your Porsche at home. Even if the talent to do so is
available internally, that talent might better be applied to identifying the best
available components to incorporate into the application. This could ultimately
create more value and competitive advantage for the business.

The build-it-yourself argument usually asserts that the biggest drawback to using
commercially available components is the lack of source code and the resulting
inability to tailor the code for very specific needs or performance requirements.
Indeed, in some combinations of algorithm, customer expertise, and functional
requirements, this could be the case. For relatively straightforward functionality
there is good open source code that can be used as a starting point. This
approach can and does make sense for some code and some projects.

However, things can go wrong and there are a number of factors to consider in
making the decision. A well-known American football coach was once asked why
his team ran few pass plays. His answer sums up this decision: “On a pass play
there are three things that can happen; two of them are bad.” In the case of
complex numerical code, he was an optimist.

The most obvious problems involve the accuracy and stability of the modified
code. Ask yourself these questions:

e What do you know about the accuracy of the code you are starting with?
With your compiler? On your hardware/operating system platform? Do you
have an independent way of validating the answers from the code?

e What do you know about the robustness of the code? Any code will break
under right combination of data. Where will yours become unstable? Will it
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