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Custom vs Off-the-Shelf VMS - Decision Guide
The build-vs-buy-vs-customize choice on one page: the three doors, what off-the-shelf already solved, the five-year cost math, and when
custom wins.

The three doors at a glance

Door What it is Cost shape & best fit

Buy off-the-shelf
License a finished VMS (Milestone, Genetec, Avigilon, Eagle Eye). Fit your
need to its model.

Licence (CapEx) or VSaaS subscription (OpEx). Standard
need, short timeline, modest scale.

Extend / assemble
Build your layer on a solved core - SDK (Milestone MIP, Network Optix Nx
Meta) or open components (Frigate, ZoneMinder, go2rtc).

Platform fee + build of your layer. Most of a VMS + one
specific layer - where most "custom VMS" belongs.

Build fully custom
Write the recording core and everything around it yourself. Exact fit, total
control.

Large build + ongoing maintenance. A product you sell,
unusual scale, deep integration, an analytic nobody ships,
or a residency / procurement bar.

An off-the-shelf VMS already solved the hard, invisible core - reliable 24/7 recording under load, ONVIF interoperability across thousands of cameras, storage, retention, failover,
scale. Buying or extending reuses that submerged nine-tenths; building from scratch means you carve it all yourself.

The iceberg: reuse the mass, build the tenth

A demo shows the visible tenth a buyer reacts to - the analytics, the workflow, the look. The nine-tenths under the water is the engineering that makes a VMS
work, and it took the incumbents twenty years. Build the visible tenth that is truly yours; reuse the submerged rest whenever you can. The reason to think hard
before building is not that a VMS is mysterious - it is that re-creating the submerged engineering to a production standard is a multi-year effort whose payoff, at
best, equals what you could have licensed.

The money: maintenance is the mortgage

The cost comparison that matters is multi-year, and it is dominated by a number no build quote shows. A focused custom VMS scopes ~$80k-200k to build; take
$150k. Annual maintenance of custom software runs ~15-20% of the build, and total maintenance over a system's life reaches 2-4x the original investment.
$150k build + 20%/yr x 5 = ~$300k over five years - the build was the down payment, the maintenance was the mortgage. Compare against an off-the-shelf
licence (~$150/camera + ~20% support, ~$90k / 5 yr for 100 cameras) or a cloud VSaaS subscription (~$30/camera/mo, ~$180k / 5 yr) on the same footing.
Figures illustrative.

Where each door fits

Build fully custom when... Buy or extend when...

Video is a product you sell (own roadmap + margins); your scale or topology fits
no licence model; integration is so deep the VMS is one component of a bigger
system; you need an analytic no vendor ships; or a data-residency, sovereignty,
or procurement rule forecloses the alternatives - and extending a platform
cannot satisfy it. Count the five-year maintenance from the start.

The need is standard - ordinary recording, analytics, integration - on a short
timeline at modest scale (buy). Or you need most of a VMS plus one specific
layer of your own - a custom analytic, a deep integration, your own brand
(extend a platform via its SDK, or assemble open components). This is the
answer far more often than teams expect.

The five triggers for a fully custom build

1. A product you sell - video is part of what your customers pay you for, so you must own the roadmap and the margins.

2. Scale or topology no licence fits - camera counts, federation, or cost structure that breaks every packaged licensing model.

3. Integration depth - the VMS is one component inside a larger bespoke platform, wired too tightly for a packaged product's boundaries.

4. An analytic nobody ships - a detection or workflow specific enough that no vendor offers it (the model engineering lives in the AI section).

5. A residency / procurement bar - data that may not leave a jurisdiction, a sovereignty rule, or an NDAA Sec. 889 hardware bar the packaged options can't
clear.

Engineering and procurement guidance, not legal advice. Biometric face matching is special-category data under GDPR Art. 9 (DPIA under Art. 35) and gated by Illinois BIPA (740 ILCS
14); the EU AI Act bans real-time public remote biometric identification (since 2 Feb 2025) and sets high-risk biometric obligations from 2 Dec 2027. Camera procurement can hit NDAA
Sec. 889. These apply on every path - buying does not remove them, and building puts the whole gate on your side. Confirm specifics with qualified counsel.


