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ABSTRACT 

This work provides a fresh perspective on the custom-build versus rent/buy decision that organizations have faced when 
dealing with large scale information systems. We first describe the historical trends in this area. Next, we present an analysis 
of what caused the current trend of renting/purchasing off-the-shelf systems and why recent changes may portend an increase 
in custom building. We make the case for why systems analysis and design will play an increasing role in the building of large 
custom ISs, and highlight the need for increased teaching emphasis in this area. As a first step in this direction, we present a 
model called ERA (Entity Relationship Activity) with an accompanying (Computer Aided Software Engineering) CASE tool 
and present one teaching case that has been used to teach over 250 students at the undergraduate and graduate levels. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

The custom build versus rent/buy decision for large scale 
information systems (ISs) has emerged as an important 
decision facing organizations in the last decade. While there 
is a great deal of recognition of this problem in the industry 
literature (Higaki 1995; MindBridge 2004), it has been 
relatively ignored in the academic literature. Though the 
basic pros and cons of both approaches are mentioned in 
several industry articles, there has been a dominant trend 
amongst organizations to buy (or rent) commercial off the 
shelf systems (COTS) for larger ISs, rather then build 
customized systems (Abts 2002; Vedaris 2004). The success 
of these large COTS implementations, such as enterprise 
resource planning (ERP) systems, has been low, and has 
been usually accompanied by lower end-user satisfaction and 
unsubstantiated changes in productivity (Abts 2002; 
Taeschler 2002). 

In this work, we consider large-scale organizational ISs that 
utilize a back-end database management system (DBMS) to 
store and retrieve information, and provide an interface to 
end-users to access and modify this information. As 
mentioned in (McManus 2003), this covers the majority of 
large IS systems that support business processes in an 
organization. The primary purpose of this work is to: a) 
analyze why custom building of large scale systems may 
become increasingly viable and highlight the need for it to be 
taught in MIS curricula; b) describe a model we call ERA 
(Entity-Relationship-Activity) with an accompanying 
computer aided software engineering (CASE) tool, that has 

been developed primarily for large scale IS analysis and 
design; and c) present a teaching case that has been used 
across multiple universities at the undergraduate and 
graduate IS levels to develop the skill of large scale 
requirements modeling. 

The rest of this paper is organized as follows. In section 2, 
we analyze the history of IS procurement in more detail, 
discuss why custom building may be re-emerging and how 
IS curricula should adapt. In section 3, we describe the ERA 
CASE tool that facilitates analysis and design of large scale 
IS requirements. Section 4 presents an educational case that 
we have developed and used over the last several years, that 
exposes students to large scale systems analysis and design. 
Conclusions and future research are discussed in section 5. 

2. IS PROCUREMENT AND THE POTENTIAL RE
EMERGENCE OF CUSTOM-BUILDING 

Historically, organizations faced with a need for a large scale 
IS resorted to building in-house (MindBridge 2004). Since 
the last decade however, this trend has been almost 
completely reversed, so that most large scale systems today 
consist of COTS systems. This phenomenon began with the 
hope that the COTS approach would be the magic bullet 
(Brooks 1987) that would kill the beast of software 
development. This view was especially encouraged by 
policies at the executive level in the organization that 
strongly favored purchasing COTS-based systems over 
customized development (Abts and Boehm 1998). The 
perceived advantages of buying include a) cost savings due 
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