


Real Time Consulting

The Hidden Cost of Rework

One of the biggest dangers with choosing the cheapest bid is rework.

A low-cost vendor may misunderstand requirements, apply poor design practices, or fail to
test thoroughly. You might not see these failures until late in development—when fixing
them is far more expensive.

In embedded systems, every late-stage correction is magnified:
e Hardware respins
e Firmware rewrites
e Requalification for certification
e Schedule delays with supply chain impacts

These costs can quickly eclipse any upfront savings. Worse, they can cause you to miss
critical market windows, harming both revenue and reputation.

You’re Buying Expertise, Not Hours

Engineering consulting isn’t a commodity like buying identical parts from different
suppliers. You’re paying for the expertise to solve your specific problem efficiently and
correctly.

Low-cost vendors often use less experienced staff who work more slowly and make more
mistakes. They may not recognize pitfalls or know the best practices that prevent expensive
failures.

An experienced consultant may charge more per hour but solve the problem faster and
better. They often foresee risks you wouldn’t think to ask about and help you avoid them
entirely.

The Problem with Hourly Rate Comparisons

Many companies compare vendors on hourly rate alone, which is a flawed approach.

Consider:

23 JUL 25



Real Time Consulting

e Asenior engineer at a higher rate might complete a task in 10 hours with a robust,
maintainable solution.

e Ajunior engineer at a lower rate might take 40 hours and still deliver something that
needs to be redone.

The lower hourly rate is meaningless if the total cost ends up higher—and if the quality is
worse.

Paying to Train Your Vendor

Low-priced vendors often staff projects with junior engineers who need time to learn your
domain, processes, and requirements.

You effectively pay to train them:
e Slowonboarding
e Mistakes you have to catch and correct
e Longlearning curves for your domain

By contrast, experienced consultants ramp up quickly and deliver value sooner, often
needing little supervision.

Risk Mitigation: The Real Value

A major hidden cost driver in engineering projects is unmanaged risk.
Low-cost vendors often fail to identify or account for risks such as:

e Missing requirements

¢ Regulatory failures

e Security vulnerabilities

e Performance issues in the field

e Production recalls

These risks can cause schedule slips, costly redesigns, warranty expenses, lost market
opportunities, and even legal exposure.
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Good consultants don't just execute tasks - they systematically identify, communicate, and
reduce these risks throughout the project.

The Price of a Single Missed Requirement
Imagine a vendor that skips thorough requirements gathering to keep costs low.
Months later, you discover a critical customer need was missed. Fixing it can involve:
e Redesigning hardware
e Rewriting firmware
e Repeating expensive testing and certification

These aren’t minor corrections. In embedded systems, late requirement changes can add
tens or hundreds of thousands of dollars to a project—and delay launch by months.

Safety and Compliance Risks

For products in regulated industries—such as automotive, aerospace, medical devices, or
industrial control—compliance isn’t optional.

Cheap vendors often:
e Underestimate the work needed for certification
e Skip essential documentation
e Cutcorners ontesting
¢ Misinterpret standards and requirements

The result can be failing a regulatory audit, being barred from a market, or facing liability.
Fixing these problems later can cost far more than paying for expertise up front.

Process and Communication Add Value

Another area where low-cost vendors often cut corners is process. They save time (and
money) by reducing meetings, skipping documentation, and avoiding formal design
reviews.
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But these steps aren’t bureaucratic overhead—they’re critical quality controls.

Good firms invest in:

Clear requirements management

Structured design reviews

Documentation for traceability and future maintenance
e Frequent, clear communication with clients

These practices reduce confusion, prevent scope creep, and catch errors early when
they’re cheap to fix.

Scope Creep and Hidden Costs

Cheap vendors may win work by promising broad deliverables at low prices, without
carefully clarifying scope.

Later, when expectations don’t match, they:
e Resist making changes without added cost
e Deliverincomplete solutions
¢ Demand extra fees via change orders

What seemed cheap at the proposal stage ends up expensive and frustrating when the real
costs emerge.

Vendor vs. Partner

Low-cost vendors often view projects as purely transactional. Their goalis to deliver the
minimum required and move on.

A good consulting partner takes a different approach. They invest in understanding your
business and products, anticipate your future needs, and maintain consistent quality
across projects.

Long-term partners:

e Build familiarity with your systems and processes
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e Reduce onboarding costs in future projects
e Provide proactive advice to improve your products

Choosing purely by price often means sacrificing this relationship and the long-term value
it brings.

The Importance of Knowledge Retention

Embedded systems have long lifecycles and complex interactions between hardware and
software.

A good partner maintains institutional knowledge about your products, standards, and past
design decisions.

Low-cost vendors often have high turnover and rotating teams, meaning you must
repeatedly:

e Re-explain requirements
e Re-train new engineers
e Rebuild lost context

This creates hidden costs and erodes quality over time.

Total Cost of Ownership (TCO)

Choosing avendor purely on price ignores total cost of ownership.
TCO includes:

e Rework and redesign costs

e Delaysin schedule and market launch

e Additional supervision time from your internal team

¢ Production failures and warranty expenses

e Customer support headaches

e Damage to your brand and reputation
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A higher-quality consulting partner may cost more up front but dramatically reduces these
downstream costs.

Real-World Consequences
The impact of choosing the cheapest vendor is real.
Examples include:

o Failing EMC or safety testing, requiring hardware redesign and delaying product
launch by months.

e Missing critical customer requirements, forcing expensive last-minute changes.
e Poordocumentation that fails certification audits.
o Field failures causing warranty claims or even product recalls.

These consequences can cost many times more than the amount “saved” on a cheap
proposal.

When a Lower-Cost Option Might Make Sense

There are times when choosing a lower-cost vendor is reasonable, for example:

o Well-defined, low-risk work such as schematic capture or PCB layout from existing
designs.

e Prototyping tasks where quality demands are low.
¢ Projects where your internal team has the time and expertise to supervise closely.

But for complex, safety-critical, regulated, or production-ready designs, the cheapest
option is rarely the best choice.

How to Evaluate Vendors Beyond Price

To choose wisely, evaluate vendors on more than cost. Consider:

¢ Relevant experience in your industry and application
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e References and track record of successful projects

e Engineering processes, including requirements gathering and design reviews
e Approach torisk management and compliance

e Communication practices and responsiveness

e Team expertise and stability

e Cultural fit and willingness to build a partnership

These factors ultimately determine whether your project will succeed—and what it will
really cost.

Building a Value-Focused Mindset

The best companies don’t treat engineering consulting as a commodity to buy at the lowest
price. They see it as an investment in product quality, risk reduction, faster time to market,
and long-term success.

They understand that paying for expertise up front is far cheaper than paying for mistakes
later.

And they choose vendors who act as true partners, not just the lowest bidder.

Conclusion

Choosing an engineering consulting partner is one of the most critical decisions for any
development project. While budgets always matter, making cost the only criterionis a
recipe for failure.

The cheapest option often leads to higher costs, greater risks, and poorer outcomes.

In embedded engineering consulting, you’re not just buying hours—you’re buying expertise,
quality, communication, and risk mitigation.

Investing in the right partner might cost more up front but will save money, time, and
reputation in the long run.

When the success of your product and your company depends on it, remember:

Cheapest isn’t always best.
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