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Every command tested. Every cost verified. Every workflow ready to run today.

Why this guide exists

A 50-person team paying $39,000 a year to put names on PDFs is one of the most absurd line
items in modern business. Not because the work isn't real — putting cryptographic signatures
on legal documents matters. The absurd part is the price.

DocuSeal is an open source platform that does the same job. AGPL-3.0 licensed. 11,800+
GitHub stars. Built by a Ruby developer in 2023. Same field types. Same compliance posture.
Same legal binding force as a DocuSign signature in every jurisdiction that matters — ESIGN,
UETA, eIDAS, GDPR, HIPAA. The cost to run it for a 50-person team: roughly €60 a year on a
Hetzner VPS that you can deploy in 30 minutes.

This guide is the deployment, command by command, for the 2.2.9 release. After that, it's the
broader pattern — because once you've done this once for digital signatures, you can do it for
12 other SaaS categories where the same dynamic applies.

The only thing the SaaS industry has been counting on is that you wouldn't bother. This guide is
for everyone who's done counting.

Part 1 - The 30-minute DocuSeal deployment

What you need before you start
Three things, that's it:

1. A VPS or cloud server. I'll give you four options ranked by cost below; the cheapest is
€3.79/month on Hetzner.



2. A domain name. Any domain or subdomain works (sign.yourcompany .com is what
most teams use). You'll need DNS access to point an A record to your server's IP.
3. 30 minutes. Less if you've used Docker before. Maybe 45 if this is your first VPS.

You don't need a Linux background to do this. The commands below copy and paste cleanly. If
you've ever followed a "deploy a Ghost blog" tutorial, this is easier.

Step 1 - Provision your server (5 minutes)
Pick one of these four hosting options based on your priorities. I've used all four; they all work.

Option A - Hetzner Cloud (€3.79/month) — best value. German cloud provider, EU
jurisdiction (GDPR-friendly out of the box), excellent network, surprisingly capable hardware.
Pick the CX22 instance: 2 vCPU, 4 GB RAM, 40 GB SSD, 20 TB bandwidth. Ubuntu 24.04 LTS
image. This is what | run for my own deployment.

Option B - DigitalOcean ($6/month) — best US option. Standard $6/month droplet: 1 vCPU,
1 GB RAM, 25 GB SSD. Slightly underpowered for high-volume use but fine for under 500
signature requests/month. Better if your team is US-based and wants US data residency.

Option C - Sliplane ($9/month) — easiest one-click. PaaS-style deployment with one-click
DocuSeal install. Pay slightly more, skip the Docker setup entirely. Recommended if you'd
rather not learn Docker right now. Sliplane handles updates, backups, monitoring.

Option D - Self-hosted on existing infrastructure ($0 marginal). If you already have a
Proxmox cluster, a NAS that runs Docker, or an under-utilized server, you can deploy DocuSeal
there for zero marginal cost. Most companies have somewhere DocuSeal can land.

For this guide I'll use Option A (Hetzner). The Docker commands are identical on all four; the
only difference is how you provision the underlying server.

On Hetzner:

1. Go to console.hetzner.cloud, create a project called "docuseal".

2. Click "Add Server". Choose:

Location: Falkenstein or Helsinki (EU) or Ashburn (US)

Image: Ubuntu 24.04

Type: Shared vCPU — CX22 (€3.79/mo)

Networking: IPv4 + IPv6

SSH keys: paste your public key (or generate one with ssh-keygen -t
ed25519 if you don't have one)

3. Name it docuseal-prod and click "Create & Buy now".
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You'll get an IP address within 30 seconds. Note it down. SSH in:

ssh root@YOUR_SERVER _IP

You're in. That was 5 minutes.

Step 2 - Point your domain at the server (5 minutes)
In your DNS provider (Cloudflare, Namecheap, Hetzner DNS, whatever), add an A record:

Type: A

Name: sign (or whatever subdomain you want — sign.yourcompany.com)
Value: YOUR_SERVER_IP

TTL: 300 (5 minutes — short, so it propagates quickly)

Proxy: OFF (if Cloudflare — important; Caddy needs to handle SSL itself)

If you use Cloudflare, make sure proxy mode is off (DNS-only, gray cloud) for this record.
Caddy will handle SSL termination directly. If Cloudflare proxies, the certificate negotiation will
fight Caddy and SSL setup will fail.

Verify propagation:

dig sign.yourcompany.com +short
# Should return YOUR_SERVER_IP

If dig shows the right IP, you're ready. DNS propagation usually takes 1-3 minutes; sometimes
up to 15.

Step 3 - Install Docker on the server (3 minutes)

SSH back in if you logged out. Run the official Docker installer:

curl -fsSL https://get.docker.com | sh

That's the entire Docker install. The script handles the apt repository, the GPG key, the package
install, and the systemd service setup. Verify:

docker --version



# Docker version 27.x.x or later

docker compose version
# Docker Compose version v2.x.x or later

Both should return version numbers. Docker Compose is now bundled with Docker (since v2.x),
so you don't need to install it separately.

Step 4 - Deploy DocuSeal (10 minutes)
Now the actual deployment. Create a directory for DocuSeal:

mkdir -p /opt/docuseal && cd /opt/docuseal

Create the docker-compose.yml file. This is the production configuration straight from the
official DocuSeal repository — PostgreSQL 18 + Caddy reverse proxy + automatic SSL via Let's
Encrypt:

cat > docker-compose.yml| << 'EOF'
services:
app:
depends_on:
postgres:
condition: service_healthy
image: docuseal/docuseal:latest
ports:
- 3000:3000
volumes:
- ./docuseal:/data/docuseal
environment:
- FORCE_SSL=${HOST}
DATABASE_URL=postgresql://postgres:$3{POSTGRES_PASSWORD}@postgres:5432/docusea
I

postgres:
image: postgres:18
volumes:
- './Ipg_data:/var/lib/postgresql/18/docker’
environment:
POSTGRES_USER: postgres



POSTGRES_PASSWORD: ${POSTGRES_PASSWORD}
POSTGRES_DB: docuseal
healthcheck:
test: ["CMD-SHELL", "pg_isready -U postgres"]
interval: 5s
timeout: 5s
retries: 5

caddy:
image: caddy:latest
command: caddy reverse-proxy --from ${HOST} --to app:3000
ports:
- 80:80
-443:443
- 443:443/udp
volumes:
- ./caddy:/data/caddy
EOF

Now create a . env file with your domain and a secure database password:

cat > .env << EOF

HOST=sign.yourcompany.com

POSTGRES PASSWORD=$(openssl rand -base64 24)
EOF

Important: Replace sign.yourcompany.com with your actual domain. The openssl rand
command generates a strong random password for PostgreSQL — don't reuse a password from
elsewhere.

Verify the .env:

cat .env
# HOST=sign.yourcompany.com
# POSTGRES_ PASSWORD=Aj4Fn... (random base64 string)

Now bring it up:

docker compose up -d



The first startup pulls about 800 MB of images (DocuSeal app, PostgreSQL 18, Caddy). Takes
1-3 minutes on a decent connection. Watch the logs:

docker compose logs -f

You should see:

1. PostgreSQL initializing the database

2. DocuSeal running migrations

3. Caddy starting and obtaining SSL certificates from Let's Encrypt
4. The Rails server reporting "Listening on 0.0.0.0:3000"

When you see caddy_1 | ... certificate obtained successfully — you're done.
Press Ctrl-C to exit the log stream (the containers keep running).

Open your browser to https://sign.yourcompany.com. You should see the DocuSeal
welcome screen. Create your admin account. You're now running DocuSeal.

That was 10 minutes of actual deployment work, plus the DNS propagation wait.

Step 5 - Lock down the server (5 minutes)
The basics every production VPS needs. Skip this and you'll regret it within 90 days.
Firewall:

# Allow SSH, HTTP, HTTPS only
ufw allow 22/tcp

ufw allow 80/tcp

ufw allow 443/tcp

ufw --force enable

ufw status

Auto-updates:

apt install -y unattended-upgrades
dpkg-reconfigure -plow unattended-upgrades
# Answer "Yes" to enable automatic security updates

Disable root SSH password login (you should be using SSH keys anyway):



sed -i 's/#PermitRootLogin yes/PermitRootLogin prohibit-password/' /etc/ssh/sshd_config
sed -i 's/#PasswordAuthentication yes/PasswordAuthentication no/' /etc/ssh/sshd_config
systemctl restart ssh

Backup automation. DocuSeal stores everything in two volumes: . /docuseal (uploaded
documents and signed PDFs) and . /pg_data (PostgreSQL database). A simple nightly
backup:

cat > /opt/docuseal/backup.sh << 'EOF'
#!/bin/bash
BACKUP_DIR="/opt/backups/docuseal”
DATE=$(date +%Y%m%d_%H%M%S)
mkdir -p $BACKUP_DIR

# Stop the app to ensure consistent backup
cd /opt/docuseal
docker compose stop app

# Tarball both volumes
tar czf SBACKUP_DIR/docuseal _$DATE .tar.gz docuseal pg_data

# Restart
docker compose start app

# Keep last 14 days of backups
find $BACKUP_DIR -name "docuseal_*.tar.gz" -mtime +14 -delete
EOF

chmod +x /opt/docuseal/backup.sh

Add to cron for nightly 3am backups:

echo "0 3 * * * Jopt/docuseal/backup.sh" | crontab -

For real production use, push the backup files to S3, Backblaze B2, or Hetzner Storage Box
(~€3/month for 1TB). | won't cover that here, but the rclone tool makes it a 5-line addition to the
script.

That's it. You're running DocuSeal in production. Total elapsed time: 28 minutes if everything
went smoothly, 45 if DNS was slow.




Part 2 - The 12 field types and what they replace

DocuSeal supports 12 field types out of the box. Every single DocuSign field type either maps
directly or has a workaround. Here's the mapping:

DocuSeal field

Signature
Initials
Date

Text
Number

Checkbox

Multiple Choice

Select
File

Image
Stamp

Cells

DocuSign
equivalent

Signature
Initials

Date Signed
Text
Number
Checkbox
Radio
Dropdown
File Upload
Image

Stamp

Formula / Calculation

Use case

Cryptographic signature — the core function
Page-level initials, one-letter sign-off
Auto-populated date when signer completes
Free-form text input

Numeric input with validation

Yes/no, accept/decline, multi-option
Single-selection from list

Dropdown menu of options

Attached supporting documents

Photo upload (ID card, proof of address)
Notary stamps, company seals

Auto-calculated fields (totals, taxes)

The DocuSign add-ons that aren't first-class field types but most teams need:

DocuSign
add-on

SMS delivery
($0.40/each)

ID Verification
($2.50/each)

Bulk Send

DocuSeal Notes
equivalent
Built-in DocuSeal sends signature requests via SMS at no extra
cost (you pay your SMS provider directly — Twilio,
~$0.0079/SMS in US)
Built-in via Phone number verification + email verification is included
SMS
Built-in CSV/XLSX import for sending to hundreds of recipients at

once



Templates Built-in DocuSign caps templates by tier; DocuSeal has no

unlimited template limit
Reminders Built-in Automated email reminders for unsigned documents
Conditional Built-in Show/hide fields based on other field values
Fields
API Access Built-in DocuSign charges $50-$300/month for API; self-hosted

(self-hosted) DocuSeal APl is unlimited

The functional gap between DocuSign and self-hosted DocuSeal in 2026 is small. The pricing
gap is large.

Part 3 - The cost comparison at scale
This is the part that surprises people the first time they run the numbers. Here's the verified

comparison across team sizes, using Vendr's 2026 benchmark for DocuSign Business Pro
pricing and the actual Hetzner cost for self-hosted DocuSeal.

Solo / 1-person team

DocusSign DocuSeal self-hosted
Monthly cost $10-15/month €3.79/month (Hetzner CX22)
(Personal)
Annual cost $120-180 €45 ($48)
Per-envelope 5/month Unlimited
cap
Annual savings — $72-132 (40-73%)
Small team / 10 users
DocusSign DocuSeal
self-hosted
Monthly cost $400-650 (Business Pro x 10) €3.79/month

Annual cost $4,800-7,800 €45 ($48)



Envelope 100/year cap; overages $4.80 Unlimited
add-ons each

Annual savings — $4,752-7,752 (99%)

Medium team / 50 users

DocuSign DocuSeal self-hosted
Monthly cost $2,000-3,250 (Business Pro x €5/month (Hetzner CX32, more
50) headroom)
Annual cost $24,000-39,000 €60 ($63)
API| access $300/mo additional Included
add-on
Premium support  $5,000-50,000/year Optional, your call
Annual savings — $23,937-38,937 (99.7%)
Larger team / 200 users
DocusSign DocuSeal self-hosted

Monthly cost $8,000-13,000 (Business Pro x 200) €15/month (Hetzner CCX23, dedicated

CPU)
Annual cost $96,000-156,000 €180 ($192)
API + Bulk Custom enterprise pricing, Included
Send $500-1,500/mo
Annual — $95,808-155,808 (99.9%)
savings

The pattern: as your team grows, the absolute savings grow linearly while the relative savings
asymptote at ~99.9%. The DocuSign business model assumes per-seat pricing on a function

(cryptographic signature) that has no per-seat marginal cost. The self-hosted model removes

that assumption.

One honest caveat. These numbers are pure SaaS-vs-VPS comparison. They don't include the
operational time cost of self-hosting. A reasonable annual estimate is 4-8 hours of admin time
(updates, occasional troubleshooting, quarterly backup verification). At a US senior engineer
rate of $100/hour, that's $400-800/year of internal time. Even after that, the 50-person team
save $23,000-38,000/year. The 200-person team saves $95,000-155,000.



The 1-person team should consider whether the time investment is worth it; the answer
depends on your hourly rate. The 10+ person team almost always benefits substantially.

Part 4 - The compliance walkthrough

The most common objection | hear: "But what about compliance?"

Short answer: DocuSeal meets the same compliance standards as DocuSign for the regulations
that actually matter to most businesses.

ESIGN Act (US, 2000)

The federal Electronic Signatures in Global and National Commerce Act establishes that
electronic signatures have the same legal force as wet-ink signatures, provided:

1. Intent to sign. The signer demonstrably intended to sign (DocuSeal: explicit "Sign Here"
Ul flow with confirmation).

2. Consent to electronic transactions. The signer agreed to do business electronically
(DocuSeal: explicit consent disclosure on first page).

3. Association of signature with record. The signature is logically associated with the
document (DocuSeal: cryptographic embedding into the PDF, with audit log of all
events).

4. Record retention. The electronic record is accurately reproducible (DocuSeal: signed
PDF is byte-stable; same PDF every time).

DocuSeal meets all four. ESIGN does not require any specific certification — compliance is a
function of the implementation, not a third-party seal.

UETA (US, state-level Uniform Electronic Transactions Act)

UETA is the state-law analog of ESIGN, adopted by 49 states (everywhere except New York).
Same four requirements, same DocuSeal compliance posture.

elDAS (EU, 2014; elDAS 2.0 effective 2024)

elDAS defines three signature levels:

e Simple Electronic Signature (SES) — basic electronic signature; legal validity depends
on what you can prove about the signer's intent

e Advanced Electronic Signature (AES) — uniquely linked to the signer, capable of
identifying them, created using means under their sole control, linked to data such that
subsequent change is detectable



e Qualified Electronic Signature (QES) — AES + qualified certificate from a Trust
Service Provider + qualified signature creation device; legally equivalent to wet-ink
signature in all 27 EU member states

DocuSeal out of the box provides SES and can configure AES when paired with strong identity
verification (SMS verification, ID verification, or qualified certificates). For QES specifically, you
would integrate DocuSeal with a Trust Service Provider (Adobe Sign Certified, GlobalSign,
D-Trust, InfoCert) — the same way you would with DocuSign or Adobe Sign. The integration is
via PKCS#11 or REST API.

For 95% of business documents — employment contracts, NDAs, SOWSs, vendor agreements,
sales orders — SES or AES is sufficient under elIDAS. QES is required only for specific use
cases (real estate transfers, certain notarial documents, certain government filings).

GDPR (EU, 2018)

The relevant question is data residency and processing. DocuSeal self-hosted on EU
infrastructure (Hetzner, OVH, Scaleway) keeps all signer data on EU soil under your direct
control. You are the data controller. There is no third-party processor — DocuSeal LLC (the
company) does not have access to your data when self-hosted. This is structurally simpler
GDPR compliance than DocuSign Cloud, which requires a Data Processing Agreement and
Standard Contractual Clauses.

HIPAA (US healthcare)

DocuSeal supports HIPAA-eligible deployments via:

1. Self-hosting in a HIPAA-compliant environment (your own AWS/Azure/GCP
healthcare-compliant cloud account).

Encryption at rest (PostgreSQL data encryption + filesystem encryption on the VPS).
Encryption in transit (Caddy + Let's Encrypt TLS 1.3).

Access controls (DocuSeal user roles + your VPS firewall + SSH key auth).

Audit logs (DocuSeal logs every action with timestamp, IP, and user).

aRrwbd

For HIPAA you need a Business Associate Agreement (BAA). If you're self-hosting, the BAA is
between you and your hosting provider (AWS, Azure, GCP all offer BAAs). DocuSeal Cloud also
offers a HIPAA-compliant tier with BAA available; if you prefer not to self-host the HIPAA
workloads, that's a viable option.

What | would still pay DocuSign for

| want to be direct about this. There are scenarios where I'd still recommend DocuSign over
DocuSeal:



1. Federal government contracts that specify DocuSign by name in the procurement
requirement. Don't fight that battle.

2. Notarial deeds in specific EU member states where the in-person QES requirement
plus government-approved Trust Service Provider integration is more turnkey on
DocuSign. (Though Adobe Sign and a few EU-native vendors are usually competitive
here.)

3. Bilateral deals where the counterparty insists on DocuSign. Pick your battles. If the
deal is worth it, eat the $25/month for a single Personal plan to send the document.

4. Enterprise contracts that already include DocuSign as part of an annual deal you've
negotiated. If you're paying $50,000/year on a 3-year DocuSign enterprise contract that
ends in 14 months, your 30-minute switch costs you nothing because the DocuSign cost
is already sunk.

For everything else — and that's most documents — DocuSeal does the job. The compliance
gap is smaller than the marketing departments at the established players want you to believe.

Part 5 - The API integration patterns

If you're a developer or you have one available, the DocuSeal API is one of the cleanest
signature APlIs I've worked with. Here's how it integrates with the three systems most
companies want to connect.

Connecting DocuSeal to your CRM (e.g., HubSpot, Salesforce, Pipedrive)

The pattern: when a deal moves to a specific stage, automatically generate and send a
signature request from a template. When the document is signed, update the CRM record.

Step 1 — get your API key. In DocuSeal admin: Settings — API. Copy the key. For self-hosted,
the APl endpointis https://sign.yourcompany.com/api.

Step 2 — create a template in DocuSeal. Upload your contract PDF (or DOCX),
drag-and-drop the field positions in the WYSIWYG builder. Each field gets a name (e.g.,
client_name, total_amount, signature). Note the template ID once saved.

Step 3 — webhook from CRM — your backend — DocuSeal. Most CRMs have webhooks on
stage changes. Catch the event in your backend (Node, Python, Ruby — the SDK is available
for all three) and call DocuSeal:

const docuseal = require("@docuseal/api");

docuseal.configure({
key: process.env.DOCUSEAL_API_KEY,



url: "https://sign.yourcompany.com/api"

s

/I Triggered when CRM stage changes to "Contract Sent"
async function sendContractForSignature(deal) {
const submission = await docuseal.createSubmission({
template_id: 1000001, // your template ID
send_email: true,
submitters: [
{
role: "Client",
email: deal.contact.email,
name: deal.contact.name,
external_id: ‘crm_deal_${deal.id}’, // map back to CRM
values: {
client_name: deal.contact.name,
total_amount: deal.amount,
start_date: deal.start_date

}

s

// Save submission ID back to CRM
await crm.updateDeal(deal.id, {
docuseal_submission_id: submission.id

s

Step 4 — webhook from DocuSeal — your backend — CRM. When the document is signed,
DocuSeal fires the form.completed webhook to your registered endpoint:

/I POST /webhook/docuseal
app.post('/webhook/docuseal’, async (req, res) => {
const { event_type, data } = req.body;

if (event_type === 'form.completed') {
const dealld = data.external_id.replace('crm_deal_', ");

/I Update CRM with signed status + download URL
await crm.updateDeal(dealld, {

stage: 'Contract Signed',

signed_document_url: data.documents[0].url,



signed_at: data.completed_at
)k
}

res.sendStatus(200);
)k

End-to-end: deal moves to "Contract Sent" — contract auto-generated and sent — client signs
— CRM auto-updates to "Contract Signed" with the PDF attached. No human in the loop after
the deal stage change.

Connecting DocuSeal to your billing system (e.g., Stripe, Chargebee)

The pattern: when a customer signs an MSA or order form, automatically provision their billing
account and trigger the first invoice.

/I On form.completed webhook from DocuSeal
if (event_type === 'form.completed’) {
const submitter = data.submitters[0];

// Create Stripe customer
const customer = await stripe.customers.create({
email: submitter.email,
name: submitter.values.company_name,
metadata: {
docuseal_submission_id: data.id,
external_id: submitter.external_id

}
s

// Create subscription based on signed terms
const subscription = await stripe.subscriptions.create({
customer: customer.id,
items: [{ price: submitter.values.plan_price_id }],
metadata: {
contract_url: data.documents[0].url

s
}

The signed PDF lives in DocuSeal forever; the Stripe metadata gives you a one-click link from
any invoice to the signed contract. Audit-friendly.



Connecting DocuSeal to your contract management (e.g., your own
contracts repo, Notion, a Postgres database)

The pattern: every signed document is automatically catalogued, tagged, indexed, and stored in
your single source of truth.

/ Webhook handler
app.post('/webhook/docuseal’, async (req, res) => {
const { event_type, data } = req.body;

if (event_type === 'form.completed') {
/l Download the signed PDF
const pdfUrl = data.documents[0].url;
const response = await fetch(pdfUrl);
const pdfBuffer = await response.buffer();

I/l Store in S3 or your filesystem
const key = “contracts/${data.template_name}/${data.id}.pdf";
await s3.upload({ Bucket: 'company-contracts', Key: key, Body: pdfBuffer });

// Index in your database

await db.contracts.insert({
id: data.id,
template: data.template_name,
signer_email: data.submitters[0].email,
signer_name: data.submitters[0].name,
signed_at: data.completed_at,
pdf_s3 key: key,
values: data.submitters[0].values // all the field values for searchability

W)k

}

res.sendStatus(200);
i

Now you can query your contracts database for "all signed NDAs in Q1 2026" or "all SOWs over
$50K signed by ACME Corp" in milliseconds. With DocuSign Cloud you'd be paying their search
add-on; with self-hosted DocuSeal + your own database, the query is yours and free.




Part 6 - The 12 other SaaS categories where this pattern
works

Once you've done DocuSign — DocuSeal, you start noticing the same pattern everywhere.
SaaS company built on a thin layer of differentiation, charging per-seat pricing on a function with
near-zero marginal cost, and the open-source alternative is mature, AGPL/MIT-licensed, and
runs on a $5 VPS.

Here are 12 categories where I've personally done the swap or watched a team | worked with
do it. Annual savings ranges are real numbers from real teams.

1 - Calendly — Cal.com

Replaces: Calendly ($12-30/user/month). Open source: Cal.com (MIT-licensed, fully featured).
Annual savings (50-person team): $7,200-$18,000. Effort: 30 min Docker deploy. The
Cal.com self-host docs are nearly identical in structure to DocuSeal's. Same caveats — your
domain, your DNS, your backups.

2 - Notion — AppFlowy

Replaces: Notion ($10-20/user/month). Open source: AppFlowy (AGPL-3.0). Annual savings
(50-person team): $6,000-$12,000. Effort: Slightly higher; AppFlowy is younger than Notion.
Most teams I've watched do this swap take 2-4 weeks to fully migrate (vs. 30 minutes for the
deploy itself). Worth it if Notion is core infrastructure for you. Honest caveat: AppFlowy's
collaborative-editing UX is good but not yet at Notion's polish for the most demanding power
users. Trial it for a month before committing.

3 - Mailchimp — Listmonk

Replaces: Mailchimp ($13-350/month, scales aggressively with list size). Open source:
Listmonk (AGPL-3.0). Annual savings (10K-subscriber list): $1,200-$3,000. Effort: 30 min
Docker deploy. Pair with Amazon SES, Postmark, or SendGrid for delivery (~$0.10/1000
emails). Total cost: $5/month VPS + email sending costs, vs. Mailchimp's per-subscriber pricing.

4 - Linear — Plane
Replaces: Linear ($8-14/user/month). Open source: Plane (Apache 2.0). Annual savings

(50-person team): $4,800-$8,400. Effort: 30 min Docker deploy. Plane's UX is genuinely close
to Linear's; the gap has closed substantially in 2025-2026.

5 - Slack — Mattermost

Replaces: Slack ($7.25-15/user/month). Open source: Mattermost (free tier; paid tier is
competitive). Annual savings (50-person team): $4,350-$9,000. Effort: 1 hour deploy.



Workspace migration takes a few days for users to adapt. Honest caveat: Slack's third-party
app ecosystem is bigger. Most teams replace ~80% of Slack functionality on Mattermost; the
remaining 20% (specific Slack-only integrations) requires alternative solutions.

6 - Loom — Cap

Replaces: Loom ($15/user/month). Open source: Cap (AGPL-3.0). Annual savings
(50-person team): $9,000. Effort: Cap is desktop-app-based with optional self-hosted backend
for storage. Native macOS/Windows/Linux apps; deployment is simpler than DocuSeal because
the heavy lifting happens on the user's device.

7 - Confluence — Outline / BookStack

Replaces: Confluence ($5.75-11/user/month). Open source: Outline (BSL) or BookStack
(MIT). Annual savings (50-person team): $3,450-$6,600. Effort: 30-60 min Docker deploy.
Outline is closer to Notion's UX; BookStack is closer to Confluence's wiki-style.

8 - Zendesk — Chatwoot

Replaces: Zendesk ($55-115/agent/month). Open source: Chatwoot (MIT). Annual savings
(10-agent team): $6,600-$13,800. Effort: 1 hour Docker deploy + 1-2 days configuring routing
rules and integrations. Chatwoot's omnichannel support (email, chat, WhatsApp, Twitter) is
genuinely competitive with Zendesk's.

9 - Intercom — Chatwoot or Crisp self-hosted

Replaces: Intercom ($74-395/seat/month). Open source: Chatwoot (MIT) or Crisp (commercial
but with self-host option). Annual savings (10-seat team): $8,880-$47,400. Effort: Same
1-hour deploy. Intercom's product tour features have specific replacements (UserGuiding,
Userpilot have free tiers; Onbord is open source).

10 - Tableau / Looker — Metabase

Replaces: Tableau ($75/user/month) or Looker ($60-100/user/month). Open source: Metabase
(AGPL-3.0). Annual savings (20-analyst team): $14,400-$24,000. Effort: 30 min Docker
deploy. Metabase covers ~90% of standard Bl use cases. For really demanding data science
work (custom Python notebooks at scale), pair with JupyterHub.

11 - Hotjar — Posthog (self-hosted)

Replaces: Hotjar ($32-171/month). Open source: PostHog (MIT). Annual savings (mid-tier):
$1,200-$2,000. Effort: 1 hour deploy. PostHog also replaces Mixpanel, Amplitude, and feature
flagging tools (LaunchDarkly), so the savings often compound across multiple tools.



12 - Webflow / Squarespace (for marketing sites) — Statamic / Astro

Replaces: Webflow ($14-235/month) or Squarespace ($16-49/month). Open source: Statamic
(free for personal, $275 one-time for business) or Astro + a headless CMS like Directus (MIT).
Annual savings (mid-tier): $200-$2,800. Effort: Higher — full website rebuild typically takes
1-3 weeks. Worth it for sites that change frequently and have large content volumes.

Part 7 - The 5 questions to ask before replacing any SaaS
tool

Not every SaaS replacement is a good idea. The questions below filter the good ones from the
bad ones. | run every potential replacement through all five.

Question 1 - What's the all-in cost of self-hosting, including time?

The math has to work after including ~4-8 hours/year of admin time per service. Sometimes the
SaasS price genuinely is reasonable — Stripe at 2.9%+30¢ is impossible to replicate cheaper at
most volumes. CloudFlare's free tier is impossible to replicate cheaper. Some SaasS is the right
answer.

But for any tool with per-seat pricing where the per-seat marginal cost is near-zero, the savings
compound. DocuSign for a 50-person team is the obvious case. So is Calendly. So is Mailchimp
at scale. So is Tableau.

Question 2 - Is the open-source alternative mature enough for production?

GitHub stars are a proxy, not a guarantee. The better signal is commit cadence over the past
6 months and issue response time. If the project has had 50+ commits in the last 6 months
and maintainers respond to issues within a week, it's healthy. If commits are sparse and issues
sit for months, the project is at risk of stalling.

DocuSeal: 50+ commits/month, maintainer responds to most issues within 24 hours. Healthy.

Question 3 - What's the migration cost?

Self-hosting an alternative for a tool you've never used is one cost. Migrating thousands of
existing records, templates, integrations, and historical data from your current SaaS provider is
another cost entirely. For DocuSign — DocuSeal, the migration cost is near-zero because most
teams don't need historical signed documents to be in DocuSeal — the signed PDFs live in your
filesystem, your CRM, your S3 bucket. New documents go through DocuSeal, old documents
are still legally valid PDFs.



For Notion — AppFlowy, the migration cost is real because all your active documents need to be
migrated. Run the math.

Question 4 - What happens when the project stalls or pivots?

Open source projects can die. The maintainer gets a job at Stripe, the project goes dormant,
security issues pile up. AGPL-3.0 means you can fork the code if needed, but forking and
maintaining your own version of a complex web application is a non-trivial commitment.

The mitigation: stay on the latest stable release, monitor the project's commit cadence quarterly,
have an exit plan that maps back to the SaaS option (you can always re-onboard DocuSign on
a Personal plan in 5 minutes if you need to).

DocuSeal-specific: the project has commercial backing (DocuSeal LLC sells managed Cloud
and Pro features, which funds the open source development). This is the healthy pattern for
OSS sustainability — the OSS version is the lead-gen for the commercial version, and both stay
maintained.

Question 5 - Does this tool create lock-in I'm not aware of?

The biggest hidden cost of Saa$S isn't the monthly fee. It's the data lock-in, the workflow lock-in,
the integration lock-in. If you've been on DocuSign for 3 years, your sales team has internalized
the DocuSign Ul, your CRM workflows are wired to DocuSign webhooks, your finance team has
reporting set up against DocuSign analytics. Replacing the tool is part of the cost; replacing the
embedded workflows is the rest.

Self-hosted alternatives cut the lock-in over time but require a one-time investment to break the
existing pattern. Budget 1-2 weeks of organizational adjustment per significant SaaS
replacement. That's where the soft cost is.

Part 8 - The maintenance accounting

| want to close with the honest accounting of what self-hosting actually costs over a year.
Quarterly (4% per year):

e DocuSeal version update: 5 minutes (docker compose pull && docker compose
up -d)

e PostgreSQL update review: 10 minutes (most updates are point releases, no migration
needed)

e Backup verification: 15 minutes (restore a backup to a test directory, verify it's intact)



e Security log review: 10 minutes (check journalctl for SSH login attempts, fail2ban
status)

Total quarterly: ~40 minutes.
Annually (1% per year):

e Major version OS upgrade (Ubuntu 24.04 — 26.04 in 2026): 1-2 hours, including
snapshot, upgrade, verification
Hetzner billing review: 15 minutes
Domain renewal: 5 minutes

Total annual: ~2.5 hours.
Unscheduled events (over 12 months, expected average):

e One outage requiring intervention (rare, but realistic): 1-2 hours to diagnose and fix
e One Let's Encrypt cert renewal failure: 15 minutes
e One unexpected database growth or disk fill: 30 minutes

Total unscheduled: ~2-3 hours/year.
All-in total: 6-8 hours per year per service.

At a US senior engineer rate of $100/hour, that's $600-800/year of internal time. At a junior or
non-engineer rate ($30-50/hour), it's $180-400/year.

For a 50-person team saving $24,000-39,000/year on DocuSign alone, the math is
overwhelming. For a 1-person team saving $100/year, the math is more debatable — though for
a developer, the 30-minute deploy is itself an enjoyable exercise.

What you can do right now

Three options, depending on where you are:

Option 1 — Just deploy DocuSeal. Follow Part 1 of this guide. 30 minutes. Even if you haven't
decided to switch from DocuSign yet, having a self-hosted alternative running gives you
optionality. Use it for new contracts as they come in. Migrate gradually.

Option 2 — Pick three from the 12 categories. Most companies pay for 5-15 SaaS tools that
are replaceable. Start with the three highest-cost categories where the open-source alternative
is most mature. For most teams, that's DocuSign, Calendly, and Slack.



Option 3 — Audit your full SaaS stack first. Pull your last 12 months of credit card
statements, list every recurring software charge, sort by annual cost. Map each one against the
12-category framework. Most companies find $30,000-$150,000/year of replaceable SaaS costs
at the top of the list, sitting in plain sight.

The pattern is the same every time. Per-seat pricing on near-zero-marginal-cost software, kept
in place by the assumption that you won't switch. That assumption is worth less than it ever has
been. The open source ecosystem in 2026 is mature enough, the deployment tooling is good
enough, and the savings are real enough that "we use DocuSign because that's what everyone
uses" is no longer a sufficient answer.

DocuSeal in 30 minutes is the proof-of-concept. The other 12 categories are the same exercise.

The first time you do this, you save $39,000. The second time, you stop trusting the Saa$S price
tag entirely. That's the actual outcome. The savings are the surface; the change in how you
evaluate software is the depth.

Thorsten Meyer writes ThorstenMeyerAl.com — strategic dispatches on the Al transition for
executives, investors, and operators. This guide is part of the Paid tier; feel free to share it with
colleagues. The companion 30-minute video walkthrough drops next week.

Source notes

All prices verified May 2026 against vendor pricing pages. DocuSeal Docker configuration
verified against the official docuseal/docuseal repository at v2.2.9. Hetzner pricing verified
at console.hetzner.cloud. Let's Encrypt rate limits verified at letsencrypt.org/docs/rate-limits.
Vendr DocuSign 2026 benchmark cited as $17,250 median annual contract.

This guide will be updated quarterly. Latest version always at
thorstenmeyerai.com/docuseal-guide.



	How to Replace DocuSign in 30 Minutes for $5 a Month: The Complete DocuSeal Self-Host Guide (2026) 
	Why this guide exists 
	Part 1 · The 30-minute DocuSeal deployment 
	What you need before you start 
	Step 1 · Provision your server (5 minutes) 
	Step 2 · Point your domain at the server (5 minutes) 
	Step 3 · Install Docker on the server (3 minutes) 
	Step 4 · Deploy DocuSeal (10 minutes) 
	Step 5 · Lock down the server (5 minutes) 

	Part 2 · The 12 field types and what they replace 
	Part 3 · The cost comparison at scale 
	Solo / 1-person team 
	Small team / 10 users 
	Medium team / 50 users 
	Larger team / 200 users 

	Part 4 · The compliance walkthrough 
	ESIGN Act (US, 2000) 
	UETA (US, state-level Uniform Electronic Transactions Act) 
	eIDAS (EU, 2014; eIDAS 2.0 effective 2024) 
	GDPR (EU, 2018) 
	HIPAA (US healthcare) 
	What I would still pay DocuSign for 

	Part 5 · The API integration patterns 
	Connecting DocuSeal to your CRM (e.g., HubSpot, Salesforce, Pipedrive) 
	Connecting DocuSeal to your billing system (e.g., Stripe, Chargebee) 
	Connecting DocuSeal to your contract management (e.g., your own contracts repo, Notion, a Postgres database) 

	Part 6 · The 12 other SaaS categories where this pattern works 
	1 · Calendly → Cal.com 
	2 · Notion → AppFlowy 
	3 · Mailchimp → Listmonk 
	4 · Linear → Plane 
	5 · Slack → Mattermost 
	6 · Loom → Cap 
	7 · Confluence → Outline / BookStack 
	8 · Zendesk → Chatwoot 
	9 · Intercom → Chatwoot or Crisp self-hosted 
	10 · Tableau / Looker → Metabase 
	11 · Hotjar → Posthog (self-hosted) 
	12 · Webflow / Squarespace (for marketing sites) → Statamic / Astro 

	Part 7 · The 5 questions to ask before replacing any SaaS tool 
	Question 1 · What's the all-in cost of self-hosting, including time? 
	Question 2 · Is the open-source alternative mature enough for production? 
	Question 3 · What's the migration cost? 
	Question 4 · What happens when the project stalls or pivots? 
	Question 5 · Does this tool create lock-in I'm not aware of? 

	Part 8 · The maintenance accounting 
	What you can do right now 
	Source notes 


