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Almost every software vendor is quick to wave the “Out-of-the-Box” (OOTB) flag for its products. And while I'm more focused on enterprise content management (ECM), this issue warrants exploration that is applicable in the ECM world as well as products beyond ECM (SaaS, business intelligence, entry-level accounting systems, and countless other product categories). 

Salespeople hang their hats on the wondrous and powerful OOTB useability of their products, meaning that minimal or no customizations are necessary. So, why does it often cost much more than expected to configure OOTB products? And are they really introducing savings/efficiencies? 

Let’s examine the mythology around OOTB products and try to separate fiction from facts. 

  Myth 1: OOTB products are easy to install and configure 
If your understanding of an enterprise OOTB product installation process is d:\setup.exe, then you’ve been hands-off for longer than you realize. The simplicity of this process remains intact in many respects for workstation-based software; however, server-based software has a few extra steps. 
Reality: Make no mistake about it -- OOTB ECM installations are often complex, in that they are typically dependent upon enterprise-class products such as database servers, application servers, directory services, Web servers, backup/disaster recovery processes, operating systems, and other advanced components. Consequently, there must be coordination among these systems during installation to ensure that the software is installed properly. Once installed, the new system must be configured to accommodate the specific business requirements of your organization (or business area). This in itself can be a lengthy and involved process because so many configuration options are available. All told, the installation and configuration of ECM software can take a substantial amount of time without ever touching a line of code. 
  Myth 2: OOTB products rarely require coding customization 
OOTB software has become so simple to use and offers so much flexibility that no coding customizations are necessary. With these enhanced capabilities, IT people, administrators, and users can easily make all the changes they need to without the need for developers. 
Reality: Many ECM OOTB products can be configured extensively, as noted above. However, there are times when code is necessary to augment the configuration options. This is typically dependent upon the complexity of the software, advanced workflows/reporting, and the need for integration with external systems. In these cases, the code may be a scripting language embedded within the product, or it can rely upon the use of standard development platforms such as Java, C Sharp, or VB. Because there are times when coding is needed, it is important to understand how frequently it is required for the products you are working with or evaluating. 
  Myth 3: OOTB products require minimal or no analysis 
With the simplicity and ease of use of your ECM OOTB product, there is rarely a need for analysis. In fact, once installed, technical people and business people alike can get up to speed on it immediately, negating the need for in-depth analysis. In these cases, a quick meeting and an iteration or two of the system will suffice. 
Reality: This is probably the most misunderstood aspect of OOTB software. While it is frequently easier to configure and support, the introduction of a new technology introduces change, and with that change comes planning/discovery, testing, and migration to new platforms. Consequently, it is imperative that time is allotted and that the appropriate people participate in the analysis effort. 
When you add up these three myths, along with many others you might be working through, you’ll see that OOTB for the enterprise doesn’t equate to OOTB for the workstation. That being said, don't be scared off from using OOTB products. Being wise to the prevailing mythology will allow you to make smarter and more thoughtful decisions. 
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