
For more content like and follow me: @bertblevins

The Economics of Certificate Management:
ROI Calculations

Calculating ROI starts with an honest accounting of what the current, likely manual or partially automated, process actually 
costs. This means estimating the number of certificates managed, the average staff time spent per renewal including 
troubleshooting, the frequency of renewal-related incidents over a defined period, and the average cost of those incidents 
in terms of both direct remediation labor and any measurable business impact, such as lost revenue during an outage or 
staff time spent on emergency response.

Justifying an investment in certificate automation or a dedicated CLM platform often requires putting a genuine number 
behind the decision, not just an appeal to best practice. This article walks through how to actually calculate the return on 
investment for certificate management improvements, building on the cost breakdown covered earlier in this series.

Establishing the Baseline Cost of the Current State

A static ROI calculation based purely on today's certificate volume and renewal frequency understates the case 
considerably, since the CA/Browser Forum's shrinking lifetime schedule means renewal frequency for any given certificate 
count will climb sharply over the next several years regardless of what an organization does. A proper ROI model should 
project the labor cost of the current manual process forward against that known schedule, showing how the cost of 
inaction compounds specifically because the underlying renewal cadence is about to increase substantially, not remain  
flat.

Projecting Costs Forward, Not Just Measuring Today
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Against that baseline, the cost of automating sits on the other side of the equation: platform licensing or 
open-source implementation and maintenance costs, initial engineering time to build integrations, and any 
ongoing operational overhead for running and monitoring the automation itself. This side of the calculation is 
generally far easier to estimate accurately than the incident-cost side, since licensing and implementation 
costs are typically quoted or budgeted directly, while incident costs require more careful historical estimation.

Quantifying the Automation Investment

The most persuasive part of most ROI calculations in this space is not the labor savings from eliminating 
routine manual renewal, though that is real and considerable; it is the avoided cost of certificate-related 
outages and security incidents that automation prevents by removing the human error automation is 
specifically designed to eliminate. Even a single avoided major outage, particularly one affecting 
customer-facing revenue-generating systems, can outweigh years of licensing costs for a CLM platform, 
which is why incident cost estimation, even when necessarily approximate, deserves serious weight in the 
overall calculation rather than being treated as a soft, hard-to-quantify afterthought.

The Incident-Avoidance Multiplier

A credible ROI model presents a range rather than a single overconfident figure, acknowledges the uncertainty 
inherent in estimating incident probability and cost, and clearly separates hard, easily verified costs, such as 
platform licensing, from softer, estimated costs, such as labor time and incident impact. Presenting the 
calculation this way tends to be considerably more persuasive to financial decision-makers than a single 
impressive-sounding number that cannot withstand scrutiny about its underlying assumptions.

Building a Credible, Defensible Model

AI-assisted monitoring and anomaly detection tools are increasingly factored into the automation-investment 
side of this calculation, since they can reduce the labor cost of certificate estate oversight considerably 
compared to fully manual monitoring. At the same time, AI-driven infrastructure growth is a meaningful factor 
on the baseline-cost side of the equation, since organizations adopting AI agents and AI-driven services at 
scale are seeing their overall certificate volume climb faster than historical trends would predict, which should 
be reflected explicitly in any forward-looking ROI projection rather than assumed away.

Where AI Fits Into Both Sides of the Calculation
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Translate that into operational terms and the picture gets stark quickly. An organization currently renewing certificates a few times 
a year will be handling renewal events on the order of every couple of weeks by the end of this countdown, across every endpoint 
it operates. Manual tracking, calendar reminders, and a spreadsheet somebody checks once a month will not survive contact with 
that cadence. What has always been an occasional chore is becoming a continuous, automated operation, whether an organization 
plans for it or not.
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Any ROI calculation for certificate automation that does not explicitly model the schedule below, 200 days, then 100, then 47, is 
understating the case for investment, since that schedule is the single biggest known driver of rising renewal frequency, and 
therefore rising manual labor cost, over the next several years.
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The 200-day, 100-day, and 47-day milestones are not distant hypotheticals; the first has already arrived. Organizations that build the 
automation loop now, generating keys, vaulting them securely, brokering issuance across Certificate Authorities through APIs, and 
rebinding certificates to live endpoints without manual intervention, will meet each deadline without disruption. Organizations that 
wait will be rebuilding their certificate operations under deadline pressure, with far less room for error and far less time to get it 
right. The countdown is the call to action. The only real decision left is whether to automate on your own schedule, or on the 
CA/Browser Forum's.
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Every certificate conversation in 2026 eventually arrives at the same clock, and it is worth closing on it here. The 
CA/Browser Forum's Ballot SC-081v3 is not a proposal under discussion; it is an approved, already-in-motion schedule. 
Maximum public TLS certificate lifetimes fall from 398 days to 200 days on March 15, 2026. They fall again to 100 days on 
March 15, 2027. By March 15, 2029, they drop to just 47 days, with domain validation itself needing to be re-proven roughly 
every 10 days.

The Countdown Is Already Running: 200 Days, 100 Days, 47 Days


