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Executive Summary 

Since smartphones launched in 2007, their number has 

surpassed the 1.5 billion mark — equivalent to nearly one-

quarter of the world’s population. The convenience and 

control afforded by the smartphone and its cousin, the 

tablet, have changed what we expect and want in mobile: 

experiences driven by our individual context that delight us 

as employees and consumers. 

Forrester calls this the “mobile mind shift.” Successful 

applications build relationships with customers, while 

unsuccessful applications waste resources and turn 

customers away. It has never been more critical for 

companies to get it right the first time.  

In August 2014, IBM commissioned Forrester Consulting to 

examine the impact of “good” or “bad” mobile applications 

on a company’s brand, revenue, and cost structure through 

primary research and the creation of a cost framework and 

model. Forrester performed three studies to identify the 

characteristics of good and bad mobile apps from the 

enterprise and consumer perspective, surveying 200 IT and 

business professionals and over 1000 consumers in the US, 

Canada, India, and the UK. The third study conducted follow 

up interviews with executives for whom mobile application 

development is a key part of their strategy. With this data, 

Forrester applied its Total Economic Impact™ (TEI) 

approach to assessing the costs, benefits, and risks of 

effective mobile app development and delivery. 

KEY FINDINGS 

Forrester’s study yielded five key findings: 

› It’s a user’s market for apps. If a mobile app doesn’t 

perform to a customer’s expectation, users will find 

another app that does. Mobile users may give an app a 

few chances if it doesn’t perform as expected or crashes, 

but they don’t hesitate to delete and uninstall it. And, even 

more significantly, they tell their friends about their 

experience. The same is true with employees as well, as 

mobile apps become more commonplace within the 

enterprise. 

› Successful mobile applications engage customers in 

“mobile moments.” The most successful mobile 

applications are narrowly tailored to engage customers in 

specific mobile moments, providing the right functionality 

and performance at the right time. Forrester found that 

40% of consumer respondents value an improved 

experience at a key interaction point. Enterprise 

respondents agreed: 61% believe that an unsuccessful 

application will have a negative impact on the user’s 

overall customer experience.  

› Mobile development is still maturing, with both 

investment and use showing experimentation. 

Enterprises juggle tradeoffs between getting an app out 

first versus getting it right. Forrester found that future 

plans for apps and current budgets need to align. 

Companies are looking to get ahead of trends in mobile 

devices and anticipate the future needs of their 

customers, but haven’t yet faced the fiscal reality of doing 

that. 

› The benefits to getting mobile apps right are 

significant. As the mobile mind shift changes both 

employee and consumer expectations, and as mobile use 

increases in both frequency and as a channel of 

interaction, it is more important than ever for an app to 

“own” the mobile moment. For enterprises that do get it 

right and develop a successful application, the benefits 

are significant, with customers boosting the brand and 

employees and partners being more productive, 

according to the surveys in this study. 

› The key is to understand cost drivers and how to 

manage them for the business. As a part of this overall 

study, Forrester Consulting developed a model identifying 

10 key drivers of cost, which represent areas where 

resources can be applied strategically to reduce the cost 

per app. For example, the cost model calculates that by 

following best practices, the average company could 

expect to save 10% on building apps and 20% on running 

apps. The penalty for not following best practices could be 

paying two times the average for building apps, and 50% 

more to run apps in some cases. Mobile app development 

teams and their business partners, armed with this 

information and an obsession with creating the mobile 

moment, will ride the wave to mobile success. 

Based on the study, an average organization 

could save 10% to build an app and 20% to run 

an app following best practices, and risk 

doubling their costs if they don’t. With limited 

budget and growing demand for mobile apps, 

organizations that optimize against the 10 cost 

drivers can deliver apps more efficiently and 

cost-effectively.  



 

 

2 

Builders And Consumers Of Mobile 
Apps Don’t See Eye To Eye 

Between apps with beautiful designs, cutting-edge features, 

and a paradigm-shifting user experience (UX), project 

teams have never had more ways to delight customers. 

However, the same things that dazzle project teams do not 

necessarily dazzle customers. Forrester’s survey results 

underscored the value in understanding customer needs 

first in order to have a successful app. 

Business and IT are aligned on what they consider the 

drivers of mobile apps (see Figure 1). They both care about 

the right idea/goal behind the app, followed by the security 

and compliance measures behind it. Other significant 

components are the right look and feel and the right 

platform. In the survey, both IT and business developers de-

emphasized performance and app speed in relation to the 

other criteria. Overall, stakeholders developing mobile apps 

go by the guiding principle of “do no harm” and focus on 

reducing the costs of failure. 

FIGURE 1 

Business And IT Developers Agree On What Makes 
A Good Mobile App 

 

Base: 200 IT and business decision-makers involved in mobile application 

strategy, development, and/or procurement 

Source: A commissioned study conducted by Forrester Consulting on 

behalf of IBM, October 2014 

Business and IT also agree upon the impact of their 

organization’s mobile app strategies. Both groups cited 

improvements in customer engagement and satisfaction, 

redefinition of business processes, and the capturing and 

tracking of data as benefits of their mobile app strategy. 

They also saw that their strategy falls short in breaking 

down organizational silos and changing core operations and 

systems. 

But consumers see things differently: 

› Consumers reported that they value performance 

over design. They expect the app to work quickly and 

100% of the time (see Figure 2). Users identified crashing 

as the most significant issue leading to a poor experience, 

followed by low battery life, while more typical 

“experience” elements such as the user interface (UI) or 

interaction conventions were less likely to contribute to a 

“poor” characterization. An app that suffers performance 

issues will not be used; 50% of users responded that they 

will uninstall an app they classify as “poor.” This stands in 

stark contrast to business and IT decision makers, who 

value speed and performance at the bottom of the scale. 

FIGURE 2 

Consumers Seek High-Performing And Functional 
Apps 

 

Base: 1,048 consumers in the US, Canada, the UK, and India who use 

mobile apps 

Source: A commissioned study conducted by Forrester Consulting on 

behalf of IBM, October 2014 

› Context matters to application users. They want to use 

mobile apps to perform a task specific to their context. 

Survey respondents indicated that the most useful apps 

serve an immediate, transactional purpose such as 

checking the weather, looking at a map/checking 

navigation, or conducting a financial transaction. 

› Consumers who use the phone for work also seek 

functionality. They look for applications that make an 

existing task easier, rather than apps that add additional 

processes. Successful enterprise applications lead to 

“How important are the following factors in
developing a ‘good’ mobile app?”

(Responses of “very important” or “somewhat important”)

The speed of its operation
when launched 73%

78%

The right funding 73%
78%

The right platform 75%
79%

The right look and feel
(user interface) 76%

79%

The security or compliance
measures behind it 76%

80%

The right goal/idea
behind the app 78%

82% IT (N = 82)

Business
(N = 118)

“What are the most useful features you
have found in a mobile app?”

Security 34%

Look, feel, navigation 40%

Reliability 45%

Connectivity 53%

Features and functionality 58%

Performance/response time 60%
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increased flexibility and productivity, enabling users to 

serve customers more immediately and be more 

responsive (see Figure 3). Users consider apps “poor” 

when they require workarounds in order to serve a 

customer or execute a process, in addition to being forced 

to rely on an unreliable tool. 

› Organizations are in a transition point. As enterprises 

embrace the mobile mind shift and begin to invest in 

engaging customers and employees in mobile moments, 

they will see an initial phase where application costs 

increase without a corresponding increase in benefits. 

This is the result of internal investment activities such as 

shifting external development resources to internal 

resources, hiring and building out the right skill sets and 

teams, building the right governance, and purchasing and 

implementing the right technologies. 

Lower Costs And Increase Success 
With The Right Strategy And 
Investment 

Users care about functionality and an application that 

engages them in a mobile moment. An aligned strategy and 

infrastructure enables the development and deployment of 

apps quickly and cost-effectively; allows for quick updates to 

respond to customer feedback or marketplace changes; 

integrates seamlessly into back-end systems to support the 

omnichannel customer experience; and prepares the 

organization in advance for process changes affected by the 

app. Overall, Forrester found strong alignment on app 

strategy between business and IT (see Figure 4). 

Enterprises must extend this alignment into all areas of 

application development to build successful apps and lower 

costs. 

FIGURE 4 

Strategic Mobile Goals Overlap For Business And IT 
Leaders 

 

Base: 200 IT and business decision-makers involved in mobile application 

strategy, development, and/or procurement  

Source: A commissioned study conducted by Forrester Consulting on 

behalf of IBM, October 2014 

 

Many successful companies lower costs by pooling budgets 

and resources to engage customers and employees 

through mobile apps. One head of mobile app development 

for a Fortune 500 company tasked with consolidating the 

mobile and web efforts found that 90% of mobile app 

development was outsourced to high-cost agencies. Those 

apps were often orphaned, with no back-end integration or 

long-term life-cycle management after campaigns and 

events ended. He said, “They’d get the app to market, and 

then forget about it and move on to the next app.” With 

consolidation and a solid platform in place, his company is 

discussing 15 new apps for future development that will cost 

“To what extent do you agree with the following
statements: My organization’s mobile app strategy?”

(Responses of “agree” or “strongly agree”)

Business
(N = 118)

IT (N = 82)

Captures, tracks, and analyzes
data to improve customer

and employee engagement
80%

76%

Satisfies our customers’
motivations while

fulfilling business goals

78%
74%

Redefines our
business processes

75%
71%

Transforms our
customer strategy

75%
71%

Puts business data into the
hands of employees

at decision moments

74%
71%

Transforms our current
business model

68%
73%

Changes our core
operations and systems

70%
59%

Breaks down
organizational silos

60%
59%

FIGURE 3 

Successful Enterprise Apps Increase Employee 
Productivity And Improve Customer Experience 

 

Base: 70 IT decision-makers and 75 business decision-makers involved in 

mobile application strategy, development, and/or procurement 

Source: A commissioned study conducted by Forrester Consulting on 

behalf of IBM, October 2014 

 

Employee productivity up
Business: 38%

IT: 42%

Partner productivity
up Business and

IT: 40% Cost reductions
Business: 37%

IT: 36%
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a fraction of what they would have with a fragmented 

approach, and it is able to identify ways that an app is not 

the best way to engage the customer, removing the cost of 

an unsuccessful app altogether. 

Ten Key Cost Drivers To Develop 
And Deliver A Mobile App    

Since every app is created to meet a unique business 

objective (typically part of a wider corporate initiative), its 

cost can vary depending on the decisions made around the 

people, technology, and process underlying it. Forrester 

Consulting’s Total Economic Impact model developed for 

this study identified 10 critical drivers of the cost to develop 

and deliver an app (see Table 1). These drivers can be 

considered and adjusted by organizations to plan for the 

most efficient and effective use of their mobile app budgets, 

as differing assumptions and inputs yield different results. 

For example, the cost model calculates that by following 

best practices, the average company could expect to save 

10% on building apps and 20% on running apps. The 

TABLE 1 

Ten Cost Drivers Of Mobile Apps 

Cost driver Impact Notes 

Development resources High The resource (internal or external) that develops the app significantly 

drives costs. The hourly salary of a developer, depending on the skill set 

and location, varies widely. Using an agency can drive up hourly rates. 

Delivery timeframe High When apps are delivered more quickly, they cost less in developer hours 

and resources. Delivery speed depends on technology and resources. 

App complexity Medium More functionality means more developer hours to create and test each 

function. More complex apps require more integration work. 

Cross-platform capability High Most apps are written for at least two operating systems (most commonly 

iOS and Android) and two or more devices. If the code needs to be 

rewritten fully or partially for each platform, development costs increase. 

Frequency of app 

updates 

Medium Frequent updates are critical to customer loyalty, but not at a low cost. 

Every update requires developer hours. As more apps are created, more 

total updates are required on an ongoing basis. 

App testing High Testing corrects errors before they occur, reducing later costs. But testing 

across a breadth of devices requires significant resources. 

Data integration High Apps must be connected with existing systems of record (CRM, ERP, 

POS, web, third-party service provider, business partner, etc.). The level 

of difficulty of integrating with those systems drives costs. 

Platform analytics Low Analytics functionality gives developers the means to pinpoint errors 

before they have an impact on user ratings. Analytical “hooks” into all of 

their apps to understand how they’re being used and improve their 

performance. 

Mobile app security Medium Poor security can compromise sensitive end user transactional data, 

risking damage to brand reputation and customer loyalty. 

Process change 

management 

Medium Successful apps often redefine business processes or create new 

revenue opportunities or new touch points with customers. An after-the-

fact process redesign leads to increased costs. 

Source: A commissioned study conducted by Forrester Consulting on behalf of IBM, October 2014 
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penalty for not following best practices could be even 

higher, with the average company potentially paying two 

times the average for building apps and 50% more to run 

apps. 

In some cases, there is a strategic and deliberate decision 

to focus significant resources on the development of one 

app. That app may be the only customer-facing external 

app the company plans to build, and it will spend the money 

to get it right. However, the average organization will face 

increasing demands to build more internal employee apps 

and external customer apps without a corresponding growth 

in resources. The most effective use of the budget can 

enable the organization to develop and maintain more apps 

annually, with increased opportunity for revenue and 

productivity gains. The average organization could save 

10% to build an app and 20% to run an app by following 

best practices. Furthermore, organizations risk doubling 

their costs to deliver an app if they are not mindful of the 10 

drivers of cost. In developing the cost driver model, 

Forrester found the following key considerations: 

› The most successful apps that generate revenue or 

reduce costs are part of a wider corporate project to 

improve a business process or a key interaction point 

with a customer. The cost of the app development may 

only be 20% of the overall project budget, but the fact that 

it is tied to a high-level business objective leads to more 

success. Conversely, a poor app can consume vast 

resources with no positive gain and — in a worst case —

hurt the brand’s reputation and earnings. Said one head 

of mobile development of a financial services company, 

“The reputational risks are too big with anything that goes 

wrong with an app — especially if it’s something that you 

are doing for the first time.” 

› The right strategy and focus are critical for identifying 

the right development resources across the effort. 

Consolidation around the strategy, budget, and resources 

within the enterprise is critical to maximize resources. The 

majority of survey respondents are sharing budget for 

mobile, with half of the funding from the business and the 

other half from IT. This coordination of effort reduces 

outsourcing, finds common feature sets that can be 

reused, and eliminates stove-piped redundancy. 

Sometimes, a mobile app doesn’t even need to be 

created, and the customer issue can be addressed 

through other, less expensive means. 

› Mobile app development must be focused and 

iterative. Frequent releases and continuous testing lower 

the cost of application development and increase the 

quality of delivery by ensuring that technical or security 

problems can be identified and mitigated though lower-

cost strategies earlier in development. In addition to 

improving quality and security, tightly focused iterative 

development ensures that the app continues to align with 

the mobile moment that led to its creation. Forrester 

Research calls this “high-velocity development,” where 

mobile development teams quickly develop and test code 

using a technology approach that aligns with the type of 

workload they are automating.
1
 This focused approach 

also reduces the temptation to broaden the scope and 

build unneeded features, which adds cost by slowing 

development and diverting resources away from 

delivering on customer need. 

› Upfront planning must also address the required 

changes to the operating model. Change management 

for mobile applications is often an afterthought, but a 

reactive scramble post-delivery diverts resources and 

disappoints customers. The best apps are created as part 

of a broader corporate initiative with advance planning 

because they can significantly improve business 

operations and employee behavior. 

› Building back-end integration and infrastructure is a 

significant cost to building applications and must be 

tackled early. One CIO for a large financial corporation 

stated that 70% of his application development costs 

were on the back end. Successful applications engage 

customers and lower development costs through a robust 

aggregation tier with prebuilt service integration, federated 

service access points, optimized data protocols, and 

hooks for additional enterprise services. A best practice 

for reducing infrastructure costs is using a platform that 

ties together data access, security and governance, 

analytics, and cloud delivery. Robust platforms that can 

handle the additional demands of omnichannel 

engagement will have intuitive operation, task orientation, 

support for contextual engagement, and satisfactory 

performance. Additional components, such as software 

development kits (SDKs) provided by dedicated mobile 

platforms, reduce costs and support app development for 

enterprises that can afford them. 
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› The “one off” days of mobile app development are 

coming to an end. . . . it is simply too expensive and 

not sustainable. Enterprises with a global customer base 

will need to invest in the right mobile strategy and platform 

to get the scalability, security, and ongoing feature 

updates they need. Ultimately, it’s not the front-end 

design and development that eats up precious resources. 

. . . it’s the back-end integration and ongoing updates and 

life-cycle management of the app that will have an impact 

on the ROI of the app. 

› Organizations should use third parties strategically 

and not necessarily expect to make every app in-

house. Many organizations aren’t big enough to support 

the development skill set required or can’t attract and 

retain that level of talent required for high-end native app 

design. Others may have a timeline for a critical 

customer-facing app that will be developed by a partner to 

get it created, but they will maintain it in-house. The key to 

maximizing their investments is to assign an internal 

resource to ensure that the app is designed for 

sustainability and scalability. Ultimately, the costs will 

continue to increase with the ongoing upkeep and 

maintenance of the app (including back-end integration). 

› Analytics is critical to gain a detailed understanding 

of both application performance and user behavior 

and then alter the application based on customer 

engagement need. One VP of digital marketing 

interviewed for this study bemoaned the fact that no 

analytical hooks were built into a critical customer-facing 

app, leaving the organization no way to get important 

usage data or map customer reviews to back-end 

systems. Building experiences to exceed the needs of 

customers requires direct customer feedback on how well 

those needs have been met. Similarly, developers who 

build these experiences need immediate feedback from 

continuous integration, security, and quality processes to 

eliminate delays between creation and deployment of 

apps.
2
 Without analytics, the holistic cycle that allows for 

iteration to build more successful applications is broken 

(see Figure 5). 

› Successful applications drive revenue growth as 

customers engage and transact through the new 

channel. For example, one CIO of a transportation 

provider reported an additional $13 million, or 1% sales 

increase, that is “not stolen from other channels.” 

Forrester also found that most survey respondents 

identified an increase in revenue as a result of the 

deployment of a mobile application. These survey results, 

however, showed a lack of alignment between business 

and IT users — IT thought a typical app generated $32.1 

million in a given year; business users estimated a 

drastically lower $301,600. This shows divergent 

understandings of the revenue of an individual app, and 

the inconsistency is reinforced by the wide range of 

budgeting strategies used by different enterprises. A 

consistent theme from Forrester’s interviews conducted 

for the study was that business and IT had difficulty 

separating specific mobile app costs from overall project 

budgets. 

Organizations with a successful strategy are typically the 

most able to get clear visibility into the costs and benefits 

associated with app creation, helping optimize the utilization 

of resources to design, build, integrate, and test an app. 

Those organizations that are able to best allocate resources 

through a disciplined approach, agility, and sound strategy 

will gain a stronger economic foothold as app costs 

compound over time. 

FIGURE 5 

Analytics Is A Crucial Component Of Iterative 
Development And Successful Apps 

 

Source: “Re-Engineer Your Business For Mobile Moments,” Forrester 

Research, Inc., January 24, 2014 
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Key Recommendations 

As mobile development matures and becomes integrated into the enterprise as a true business competency, 

application developers and their business partners will need to work closely to marshal resources to respond to, and 

even help define, the mobile moment. Mobile is moving into the mainstream, and teams will need to manage the whole 

business, not just technical development. They can make their organization’s mobile apps compelling, contextual, and 

profitable by doing the following: 

› Define the scope narrowly and focus on key context-based touch points. Successful applications focus on 

enabling key customer touch points to accomplish a specific task. The identification of the need before designing 

the application can focus the design and development from the beginning without inviting the bloated, 

complicated interactions that result from a broadly defined strategy. When in doubt, build a separate project for a 

piece of functionality. 

› Use a platform to lower development costs and meet customer needs. Platforms that were successful in 

supporting the past generation’s website are no longer sufficient to keep up with the quick pace of change 

brought on by new customer requirements and changing expectations. An investment in a platform that supports 

an omnichannel customer engagement strategy will enable companies to quickly adapt to new customer 

expectations and build successful experiences not only on mobile devices but across the enterprise. 

› Focus on improving design and enabling mobile moments — but don’t skimp on performance and 

security. Just because customers rate security and performance lower than functionality doesn’t mean that these 

should be put on the back burner. A well-designed application makes performance and security invisible, subtly 

acting in the background to ensure safe, secure, simple, and elegant interactions behind the scenes. 
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Appendix A: Methodology 

In this study, Forrester conducted two surveys and a series of interviews. The first survey polled 1,048 consumers in the US, 

Canada, the UK, and India. Questions provided to the participants asked about their ownership and use of mobile devices, 

what they use them for, and their perceptions of “good” and “bad” mobile apps. The second survey asked 200 business and 

IT project leaders and higher involved in mobile application strategy, development, and/or procurement about mobile 

application development for both customers and internal employees. As a follow-up to both surveys, Forrester also 

interviewed eight senior executives across marketing and IT development or support and asked them about specific 

examples and learnings from developing both “good” and “bad” mobile apps. The study began in August 2014 and was 

completed in October 2014. 
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