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“How Much Does It Cost?”

It’s the question every decision-maker asks when investing in 
any product or service for their business. The answer is not 
as simple as you might think—or hope—when it comes to 
ecommerce technology.

Having some form of web presence is something almost 
every company has, regardless of industry or business type. 
And most of these companies sell goods or services online 
and need a platform to support those transactions. That’s 
where an ecommerce solution comes in.

Deciding to implement or replatform to a new ecommerce 
solution can be a great way to boost revenue, but it comes 
at a cost. And that cost is not as simple to calculate as you 
might think.

From licensing to implementation, integrations to add-ons, 
transaction fees and beyond, there are myriad different ways 
for costs to mount up over time.

Figuring out all these different costs and forecasting them 
over a period of one, three, and five years is called Total Cost 
of Ownership (TCO), and they are essential calculations to 
make before moving forward with any ecommerce solution.

TCO varies from vendor to vendor and even from solution to 
solution. It can vary particularly if, for example, something is 
standard in one product and a customization in another. In 
other cases, some vendors include the prices for things as 
part of a fee and others break it out and charge on usage.

This ebook will highlight some of the important things to 
include in your TCO calculation. 
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Types of Ecommerce Solution

Before looking at costs, it’s good to understand what is 
available on the market.

There are two primary kinds of ecommerce solution:

1. Point solutions

2. Unified solutions

Point solutions are those that can operate independently of 
any other business system. This means that data related to 
products, customers, and orders all live in a separate silo which 
can be copied to and from your other business systems. 

Point solutions can also include on-premises solutions, where 
the merchant owns and operates the software on their own 
servers, rather than being hosted in the cloud as a SaaS product.

Unified solutions are those that offer ecommerce capabilities 
as a native part of a business’s other system or systems. This 
means that the ecommerce solution uses the same product, 
customer, and order data as the rest of the business. There’s 
nothing to synchronize or copy because there’s no duplication.

Unified solutions often offer businesses opportunities to 
leverage additional features, functionality, and data to create 

unique ecommerce experiences for their customers. This can 
be a form of emergent value that is often not included in TCO 
calculations because they’re not available in the context of 
point solutions.

For example, CRM data can be used to personalize the 
shopper’s catalog, surfacing specific products to specific 
customers. Another is the ability to show lead times using live 
data from your supply chain management system in your ERP.

3

How to Calculate the Real Cost of an Ecommerce Solution

https://www.netsuite.com/portal/home.shtml


Licensing

The first step to calculating costs is to look at the upfront or 
recurring cost associated with using a vendor’s solution out of 
the box. 

Most ecommerce solution providers have different versions 
and tiers for their products—these vary depending on things 
like features, capabilities, and usage. Smaller companies or 
those with uncomplicated requirements can often look at 
‘starter’ editions, whereas bigger companies or those with 
complex use cases might need an ‘enterprise’ edition.

There are even some ecommerce solutions that are ‘free’ in 
the sense that their code is open source, but these often have 
a lot of other costs associated with them, such as hosting.

How different vendors stratify their license fees varies, but 
things that affect them can include:

• Features – how basic or specialized your requirements are.

• Gross Merchandise Volume – the total value of orders that 
you process annually.

• Order Volume – the total number of orders you 
process annually.

• Revenue Sharing – whether the vendor takes a percentage 
cut of every order.

• Storefronts – whether you plan to operate one or more 
‘front-ends’ to your site (e.x. one for B2B and one for B2C).

It’s not uncommon for point solution pricing to vary based 
on expected or actual usage, which is why volume is often an 
important factor.

Unified solutions often charge more for licensing but typically 
operate a predictable, flat fee structure. This can be good 
news if you’re concerned that additional fees from revenue 
sharing or volume (that point solutions may charge) could 
increase your costs.

License fees based on volume for a medium-sized 
business can vary anywhere between $25,000 and 
$125,000 a year.
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Implementation

Implementation is a one-time fee that a vendor or 
third-party solution provider charges to build and set up 
an ecommerce solution. 

Prices can vary significantly depending on the complexity 
of requirements and the experience of the people doing the 
implementation, and it’s usually higher for more advanced 
versions of the software. If this is not a fixed cost, it can 
climb quickly.

When evaluating vendors, ask if there is a 
maximum implementation fee and what the 
average final cost is for previous customers.

Before accepting an implementation offer, ensure you 
get a statement of work (SOW) that details what is 
(and isn’t) included. 

If you’re choosing a point solution, you will need to make 
sure that the implementation includes additional work for 
integrating it with your other business systems—be sure to 
understand what data is (and isn’t) going to be synced, how 
frequently, and who will fix the integration if things go wrong.

If you’re choosing a unified solution, you will likely find the 
implementation cheaper, faster, and less risky. Single-vendor 
solutions are designed to work together and are implemented 
by people who understand not only your ecommerce solution 
but your other business solutions. 

Furthermore, as specialists of these kinds of implementations, 
you may find that a vendor of unified solutions has a 
blueprinted process of leading practices that streamlines the 
entire process.

In general, implementation costs anywhere from one to five 
times the annual cost of the solution.
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Integrations

Using spreadsheets to manage your online business may 
be fine when you first start out. But to effectively run your 
business as it grows, your ecommerce platform must be 
integrated with other business systems like ERP, CRM, 
warehouse, inventory and order management, and more.

Integrations are what make your supply chain operate 
efficiently and provide a seamless experience for the 
customer. They ensure when a customer places an order, it 
deducts the items from total inventory, captures a financial 
record of the transaction, fulfills the order, and ships it. When 
working properly, they prevent systems from presenting 
conflicting data.

Integrations can be scary, particularly to experienced 
technology professionals, because of their reputation of 
unreliability. Software from multiple vendors is usually not 
designed to work together, and so custom connectors are 
required to keep everything synchronized.

Keep in mind that connectors often do not operate in real 
time, synchronize all data, or support all the features you 
might expect, so make sure you check with the vendor 
whether they will meet your requirements.

It can be hard to put a price on reliable integrations and peace 
of mind. Many businesses prefer to minimize, or remove 
entirely, their integrations so that there are no ‘hairball’ 
headaches. The more complex your system, the more likely 
it is that there’ll be bottlenecks around desynchronization, 
siloed data, unexpected maintenance, and downtime.

Unified solutions don’t need integrations as they are directly 
connected to the rest of the business systems, using live data, 
and operating in real time.

Pre-built connectors are often available for a few hundred 
dollars a month, but a high functioning connector can cost 
up to $6,000 a year, not including maintenance or upgrades.
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Apps and Extensions

All leading ecommerce vendors—whether unified or point—
offer opportunities to developers to build customizations that 
can be packaged up and used by many businesses. These 
applications and extensions are usually made available on 
a marketplace. 

Most businesses will want at least a few extensions because 
they take the out-of-the-box functionality their vendor 
provides and augments it more closely to their needs.

Unlike customizations, extensions are plug-and-play and 
can be easily installed by business users without any 
technical expertise.

Common extensions or apps include:

• Faceted search

• Product reviews

• Product recommendations

• Tax and shipping calculators

• Store locators

• New layouts, themes, and other visual in-page elements

When assessing vendors, track what features and capabilities 
are included in the license fee and which ones will require paid-
for extensions. Many vendors build these capabilities into their 
product, while others effectively outsource it to the developers 
in their marketplace. 

Also keep in mind that extensions from a third-party requires 
you to deal with them and not your vendor, so there may 
be additional cost and time needed for implementation, 
maintenance, and upgrades. 

Just as having few or no integrations means you only have to 
deal with one vendor, using extensions and apps built by your 
vendor can cut down on the headaches you might experience.

Premium apps can cost as much as $500 a month, and 
some operate rev-share models. Taking advantage of 
multiple add-ons can quickly increase TCO and offset 
cheaper license fees.
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Payment Gateways

If you’re going to accept orders online, you’re also going to 
need to take credit card and ACH payments online as well. 
Payment gateways build connections between different 
financial service providers in exchange for a processing fee.

A payment gateway will tier their pricing based on the 
volume of orders they expect you to put through their system, 
with more generous terms offered to merchants with larger 
order volumes.

If your vendor operates fees based on volume or revenue 
share, then this can be a secondary cut into your revenues. 
Furthermore, keep in mind that many gateways also have 
different charges depending on things such as the origin 
of the buyer (domestic or international) and what payment 
provider they are using. 

Many vendors work closely with payment gateways to 
minimize costs, such as collaborating on integrations between 
their systems or negotiating better rates on behalf of their 
customers—ask your vendor if they have a preferred partner.

Some vendors also operate their own payment facilitation 
service, which can eliminate another headache for you by 
removing the need for a third-party integration and ensuring 
that your business receives excellent rates.

When calculating your TCO, run calculations based on the 
number of orders you expect per year (annualized to avoid 
seasonality) and your average order value (AOV). Keep in 
mind that refunds may also be chargeable.

A typical payment gateway fee is 2.9% of every sale plus 
30 cents. This means that if a customer places a $100 order 
with you, you will need to pay the gateway $3.20. 

2.9% of transaction + 30 cents
Standard Payment 

Gateway Fee =
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Support and Customer Service

Once a system’s up and running, you may need additional 
help on top of the documentation that your vendor includes 
with their solution. This support can come in many forms, 
depending on your needs and budget.

Technical support staff are knowledgeable product experts 
who are only a phone call, email, or help desk ticket away. 
They’re often your first port of call and many vendors often 
have different tiers and service level agreements (SLAs).

Some vendors offer managed services on top of technical 
support, who are functional experts that can check in with 
you for more in-depth conversations about your needs and 
what features are available in the solution to meet them. 
If you have need to customize your solution, then your 
managed services team can record your requirements and 
build something custom for you. 

If you want more direct control over the site’s functionality and 
look and feel, many businesses hire a developer who can work 
in-house, as part of your staff. Many vendors offer dedicated 
training courses that can improve your self-sufficiently and help 
avoid things that can turn into problems later.

Costs associated with each of these things will vary, 
so you should ask your vendor about them—particularly 
whether they are billed hourly or if they are available in an 
ongoing subscription. 

Depending on your needs, you should look to budget 
between $5,000 and $20,000 per year for various forms of 
support, or $80,000+ to hire a full-time developer. 

An intensive training course can set you up for success by 
not only making you more self-reliant but also by becoming 
an expert within your organization.

9

How to Calculate the Real Cost of an Ecommerce Solution

https://www.netsuite.com/portal/home.shtml


Do the Math

When comparing point and unified solutions, a final 
incalculable aspect are non-financial aspects of operating a 
single platform. By operating your business with an all-in-
one system, you have a single source of truth for everything 
related to your customers, inventory, orders, and more. This 
not only eliminates potential headaches and costs, but it 
creates new synergistic opportunities.

When your team has access to a full view of your customers, 
it’s far easier to create consistent, personalized experiences. 
Unified data makes it easier to deliver timely and relevant 
marketing that drives results and long-term loyalty.

If you’re already using a unified suite for your ERP, then you’ll 
know that this has an advantage over systems that have 
been cobbled together from separate parts. A best-in-class 
ecommerce system is one that doesn’t need to use often-
unreliable integrations or synchronized data, because it is a 
core part of a single system using live, real-time data.

If your goal is growth, then you might notice that small 
problems caused by disparate systems may grow larger 
as your business does. As ecommerce scales to become a 

bigger and bigger part of your business, you need a solution 
that scales with them—one that stays joined up and 
up to date.

It is likely that the total cost of ownership of 
a unified solution is not only lower in the 
first few years, but also a sound investment 
long-term.

If that sounds like your business, then a SaaS-based 
commerce solution that is unified with the rest of your 
business suite could be what you need.

Point Unified

Licensing $$-$$$ $$$

Implementation $$$ $$

Integrations $$ –

Apps/Extensions $$ $

Payments $$ $$

Support $$-$$$ $-$$

–: No expense, $: Small expense, $$: Medium expense, $$$: Large expense
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