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The BenefiTs of open-source sofTware

The Benefits of 
Open-Source 
Software

You know You wanT To creaTe a weBsiTe, but have 
you thought about the content management systems (CMS) 
that you will build it on? You could choose a paid proprietary 
software with the specific tools for your needs, or you could 
choose an open-source model such as WordPress that will 
give you more flexibility.

The CMS that you choose today will determine the flexibility, 
freedom, and budget that your company has moving forward. 
From finding plugins or APIs that meet your needs next 
month to scaling your content for a growing audience over 
the next few years, your CMS needs to support your goals. 
As such, marketers shouldn’t rush into choosing the type of 
CMS platform they want without first evaluating the benefits, 
features, and drawbacks of the various CMS options available.

This guide will review a few of the popular open-source 
software options on the market, including some you might be 
familiar with, and explain the benefits and drawbacks of open-
source software over proprietary options. The goal is to arm 
you with the information you’re looking for to help you make 
the best decisions possible for your needs.

options for open-source 
platforms
Before you can start developing your website and growing 
your database, you need to understand your open-source 

platform options. While the top three solutions — Drupal, 
WordPress, and Joomla — have all been on the market for 
15 to 20 years, they have followed different growth paths, 
which have led them to carve out specific niches. As a result, 
you don’t need to immediately select a CMS based on name 
recognition alone. Below, we share some insights into what 
you need to know about the Big Three before you decide to 
work with one.  

Drupal
Drupal has 2,000 free themes 
and more than 34,000 plugins. 
While Drupal has one-tenth of the 
users of WordPress and requires 
the most skills to use, it’s typically 
credited with being one of the 

most flexible platforms if you know how to use it. The White 
House website — whitehouse.gov, — and Weight Watchers 
— weightwatchers.com — are examples of properties that 
rely on the Drupal platform to power their websites. Drupal’s 
scalability and security are bespoke in the open source 
community, which is why it is often the free CMS of choice 
for universities (e.g. Penn State, Stanford), non-profits, and 
government agencies.

Dries Buytaert and Hans Snijder, two students at the 
University of Antwerp, founded Drupal in 2000. The two 
created a wireless internet bridge between dorms and 
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connected eight other students in the process. Dries used 
the connection to set up a news site and web board to create 
a place for the students to chat. The name Drupal comes 
from the Dutch term “Dorp” which means village, which was 
then changed to “Drop” due to a typo. In January 2001, the 
software’s release gave others a chance to develop websites 
on their own.

While Drupal may not be the largest CMS platform, its flexibility 
makes it a preferred option among web developers.

wordpress
One of the most well-known 
platforms on the web, even by 
tech Luddites, is WordPress, which 
has 140 million downloads as of 
April 2017. For comparison, Joomla 
has 63 million downloads and 

Drupal has 15 million downloads. WordPress also has more 
free themes — 4,000 and counting — and more free plugins 
— 45,000 and counting — than Drupal and Joomla. Popular 
websites hosted on WordPress include Forbes, Sony, and CNN.

WordPress began in 2003 after b2/cafelog, a popular blogging 
software, ceased operations. Founders Matt Mullenweg 
and Mike Little decided to build a replacement, and their 
first version launched on May 27 of that year. By keeping the 
platform similar to b2/cafelog, the WordPress developers 
quickly built a following. They got another break in May 2004 
when the leading blogging tool at the time, Moveable Type, 
announced new licensing terms which drove away many users. 
With a growing base, WordPress had the momentum to  
keep growing into the CMS now used by 22 percent of all 
websites today.         

Joomla
Joomla has about 1,000 free 
themes and more than 7,000 
free plugins. Major names such 
as Harvard University and The 
Hill use Joomla. On the user side, 
you likely wouldn’t know that you 

were viewing a website hosted by WordPress or Joomla at 
first glance, which means developers need to focus on which 
platform is right for their needs and which will offer the best 

experience instead of simply choosing a CMS based on  
its brand name.

While Joomla performs best when hosting e-commerce pages 
and social networks with considerably more data than the 
average blog, this CMS platform requires more developer skills, 
such as knowledge of programming languages and the ability 
to navigate back-end functions, than WordPress. 

Joomla was the byproduct of a failed commercial product 
created by Miro International Pvt. Ltd. In 2001, Miro wanted to 
create a paid product, but many of the contributors wanted 
to develop a free open-source project. These contributors 
further went on to create OpenSourceMatters.org (OSM), 
which gained thousands of readers and fans within a few days. 
Eventually, Mambo, the paid product, became forked and led 
to Joomla’s creation in 2005. Joomla’s creators were able to 
take 100 percent of the Mambo code to use for their CMS. This 
passion for open-source platforms set the stage for Joomla’s 
popularity today.  

wordpress vs. Drupal
One of the first questions that clients ask us when we’re 
developing their website is whether they should use 
WordPress or Drupal for their CMS. At Cheeky Monkey, the 
first step our developers take is to clearly explain that web 
audiences won’t be able to tell the difference between a 
WordPress or Drupal site from the public-facing view and 
that these platforms are merely tools, not solutions. Instead 
of comparing open-source platforms, we review customers’ 
problems and needs to find the best tools to help them.

While no one-size-fits-all guidelines exist for selecting 
WordPress vs. Drupal, WordPress can be better for simpler 
tasks because it’s cleaner and it’s also our typical solution 
for clients who can’t afford specialty plugins or extra web 
development hours. However, we have done many complex 

worDpress DrupaL

https://websitesetup.org/cms-comparison-wordpress-vs-joomla-drupal/
http://www.wpbeginner.com/news/the-history-of-wordpress/
http://www.wpbeginner.com/news/the-history-of-wordpress/
https://www.intownwebdesign.com/joomla/history-of-joomla.html
https://www.intownwebdesign.com/joomla/history-of-joomla.html
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WordPress sites that required unique specifications for 
clients, which illustrates that a CMS selection decision needs 
to be made on a case-by-case basis.

Conversely, we typically recommend Drupal for clients 
who have more complicated data relationships. If multiple 
sources are interacting with the platform and the data 
needs to be organized or follow specific rules, then Drupal 
is typically the best bet. Drupal is also ideal for a website 
with high-traffic levels, especially with different user types. 
You can learn more about our process and some points to 
consider when choosing between Drupal and WordPress 
in our recent webinar, “WordPress or Drupal (or Both): A 
Framework for Client CMS Decisions.”

Benefits of Open-Source 
platforms
The Big Three discussed above all fall into the category 
of open-source software, software whose source code 
is widely available on the internet. Source code for other 
software platforms — think Mambo before it became  
Joomla — is carefully guarded and typically only licensed  
to paying customers.

In the following sections, we will discuss the differences 
between choosing an open-source platform versus a 
proprietary platform for your CMS needs so that you  
can make the best decisions possible.

platform flexibility, scalability,  
and customization
You can choose from among tens of thousands of plugins 
and thousands of free templates, but ignoring the freedom 
that open-source software provides can be difficult. By 
creating an open platform, you allow the top innovative 
developers on the web to do their best to improve it. In fact, 
dozens of plugins, widgets, and APIs, such as Jetpack and 
Disqus, for example get developed each day. If you need 
your website to do something specific, you can typically find 
a plugin for it or hire a developer to create a specific plugin 
for you. With proprietary software, you’re typically limited  
to the APIs that they’ve created and their own themes  
or plugins.

Open-source software such as Drupal and WordPress 
feature a PHP build and MySQL, which means you 
won’t be tied down to one hosting platform — you can 
move your website from one host to another — which 
is not always the case with proprietary systems.

Proprietary software means that your website needs 
to follow a particular creator’s vision for the platform, 
while open-source platforms are specifically meant to 
be a blank slate to create whatever you want.

Think about where your website is now versus where 
you want it to be in five or 10 years. What kind of 
growth or change are you anticipating? Even if you’re 
not planning dramatic changes to your customer base 
or business model, you can’t possibly predict how the 
internet will change over the next decade. Remember, 
many of these open CMS platforms themselves are 
only 15 years old.

Choosing open-source software means having the 
flexibility to scale your website and databases as 
your brand and company evolve. For this reason, we 
recommend open-source software to clients, even 
if they’re working with us only for a short time. They 
may be focused on simply getting a website up and 
running, but we’re thinking about their future  
business growth.  

Additionally, if you need to change your 
platform from one to the other, or use both 
types of CMS platforms, you can more easily 
migrate your work from and to an open-
source platform. While your next 10 years  
may be completely unpredictable, you can 
adapt to any type of web change with an 
open-source CMS.

platform updates
Innovation is the currency of the digital world. 
Without constant improvements, software 
platforms can quickly fall by the wayside and 
become outdated, clunky, and frustrating. 
Major open-source software platforms have to 
stay modern and continue to release updates 
or improvements or else their customers will 
find other options.
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https://pantheon.io/resources/wordpress-or-drupal-or-both
https://pantheon.io/resources/wordpress-or-drupal-or-both
https://www.greennet.org.uk/support/open-source-vs-proprietary-software


1 (888) 505-5689info@copypress.comwww.copypress.com4

The BenefiTs of open-source sofTware

For example, look at the Release Archive for 
WordPress. You can see that the WordPress 
platform releases updates at least monthly, and 
sometimes releases updates occur at multiple 
times per month. These updates might be security 
patches to fix potential threats, maintenance to 
make a tool easier, or general updates to revamp 
the site. Drupal and Joomla follow similar protocols.

Katherine Noyes at PCWorld also explains the 
benefits to open-source users who have multiple 
plugins on their websites. She asks readers which is 
more likely to be better: software created by a 

few developers or software created 
by thousands of developers? These 
thousands of developers pool their 
knowledge and ideas to create amazing 
options for users. You never have to worry 
about falling behind on the innovation 
curve because someone is bound to step 
up where another is lacking to pick  
up the slack.

The plugins you use today may fall out 
of use, but others will typically arise to 
replace them. The beehive of developers 
who use WordPress, Joomla, and Drupal 
understand the frustration that users 
feel when one of their favorite tools is no 
longer in use. With proprietary software, 
users are at the mercy of the creators who 
might remove a feature because it’s too 
complex to maintain or because it doesn’t 
support their overall vision.

pricing
WordPress and Drupal users can get 
access to the open-source tools and don’t 
have to dip into their budgets to create 
their websites. For example, the cost of 
proprietary software could be hundreds 
or thousands of dollars for a licensing 
fee. This cost will either be paid upfront 
or monthly depending on the brand or 
the plan. After that period, many software 
companies charge maintenance fees to 
keep the tools updated and running.

However, a free WordPress account won’t always be free. 
If you want specific templates or need a plugin to run your 
website, you may need to pay a licensing fee to use those 
templates or plugins. While many templates and plugins are 
free, other template and plugin sources charge for their use 
to cover the costs of updates and maintenance.

The last expense that you need to consider when choosing 
a proprietary or open-source platform is the cost of labor. 
Since WordPress is the largest and most common open-
source platform in existence, you can possibly find web 
developers to work on your website for small fees. This 
experience also means you might have to pay fewer design 
and development hours because many website problems 
are common and easy to solve.

By exploring Drupal and Joomla, the field narrows. While 
these platforms are relatively easy to learn and use, they 
still require a specific web developer skill set. Finally, 
choosing proprietary software means you would have to 
find professionals who have the skills to use the proprietary 
software or pay them to learn those skills so that they can 
improve your website.  

In the same way that no one-size-fits-all solution exists 
for choosing the right platform, you couldn’t assign a set 
figure to your website development’s budget. However, by 
evaluating your needs, you can estimate how much you 
will need to budget for web platform fees, plugins, and 
development labor.

other factors
While most SMBs tie their decisions to their budgets, 
expected return on investment, and plans for growth, 
you need to take other factors into consideration when 
choosing a software platform. While these areas may 
not be a make-or-break factor in your decision, they can 
certainly help sway your team one way or another. If you’re 
torn between two close open-source platforms, such as 
WordPress and Drupal (or both), you can use the following 
list to help you decide which option may be best for  
your company:

SeTup anD Launch

Open-source platforms are typically the easiest types to 
launch, which means you could have at least a website 
shell to approve within a few days.
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https://wordpress.org/news/category/releases/
https://wordpress.org/news/category/releases/
http://www.pcworld.com/article/209891/10_reasons_open_source_is_good_for_business.html
https://www.upwork.com/hiring/for-clients/how-much-does-it-cost-to-hire-wordpress-developer/
https://www.upwork.com/hiring/for-clients/how-much-does-it-cost-to-hire-wordpress-developer/
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BeTTer supporT

Along with the support teams provided by the software 
creators themselves, multiple communities of WordPress, 
Drupal, and Joomla developers are willing to offer advice if 
your web developers get stuck.

VisiBiLiTY

With proprietary software, you're left trusting that the 
software manufacturers follow security and federal 
protocols. However, open-source software allows you to 
see this area in action. Further, the large community 
works to make the platform safer. For 
example, WordPress offers bug bounties 
to hackers who can find holes in their 
systems and report them for a fix.

Only by evaluating these options 
will you make the best decision 
for your company. 

cheeky 
Monkey  
Media’s 
approach
With WordPress, you can get a 
finished product launched very quickly. 
With Drupal, you’re getting the building 
blocks, but you can shape them into anything 
you want.

Again, no right answer exists when choosing one platform 
option over the other. The choice is a matter of what you 
want for your efforts and how much work you want to invest 
in those efforts. Below is one example of how we work with 
clients and why one of our clients chose a particular CMS 
option for its website. 

case study: Victory for women
Earlier this year, the team at Cheeky Monkey worked with 
the National Hemophilia Association (NHF) to work on its 
community website Victory for Women. This community site 
within the nonprofit vertical creates a space for women and 
girls who suffer from bleeding disorders. Women are able to 

share their stories to empower others while learning about 
community events, resources, and ways to raise awareness. 
Hemophilia sees higher occurrence rates among men and 
boys, so this website had as its goal providing information  
to women, an often overlooked group in discussions  
about hemophilia.

The team started by evaluating the organization’s needs. 
The features most important to them included social sharing, 
commenting, and a user-generated content platform. The 
organization’s founders knew that if they were to create a site 

that was useful, they needed women to create their 
own artwork, podcasts, videos, and stories that 

would keep them coming back for more 
experiences with the site. They also 

wanted a feature where women 
could submit questions to medical 

professionals. Naturally, these 
needs are more complex on a 
development side than creating 
a simple blog.

The NHF staff decided to use 
Drupal for its software choice 
to create this website because 

this platform type was what the 
team was already used to using. 

The organization’s internal team 
members were going to become 

content admins as the community took 
off, which means they needed to work on a 

platform with which they were already familiar. 
NHF’s advice to other nonprofits was to choose  

a software platform based on available resources. If your  
staff and resources are spread too thin, then your content 
could suffer, and you won’t get the results that you intend  
for your site.

Becoming a wordpress and Drupal shop
Cheeky Monkey CTO Gene Bernier recently participated 
in a webinar with Pantheon on the comparison between 
WordPress and Drupal. Bernier noted that most agencies 
choose to specialize in one platform or the other. They either 
take only WordPress clients or suggest only WordPress as a 
viable option — or vice versa.

Cheeky Monkey was also guilty of this thinking at one point. 

VicTorY for woMen

https://victoryforwomen.org/
https://cheekymonkeymedia.ca/blog/insights-nhf-building-online-community-website
https://pantheon.io/resources/wordpress-or-drupal-or-both
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At first, we started out as 
a WordPress CMS shop, 
but after getting caught up 
in Drupal, we realized that 
we were missing out on what 
Drupal had to offer us. By limiting 
ourselves, we were saying no to a lot 
of interesting projects while limiting our 
clients’ capabilities.

Bernier also emphasized that these software options are 
simply tools when you get down to the business end of the 
matter. “We also realized, when we were using Drupal, that 
a toolbox with just a multipurpose sledgehammer doesn’t 
get the job done,” he said. Without the developer know-how 
or client vision, these tools are not going to be useful. For 

this reason, we always present 
both options to our clients so that 

they can make the best decisions 
possible for their site design  

and architecture.   

Before you start developing your website, 
consider your budget, resources, and goals to 

make sure you choose the best software tools to 
meet your goals.

You can also call the team at Cheeky Monkey to discuss 
potential options and opportunities for your brand. We’ve 
found solutions for many types of challenges before, and 
we’re excited to solve yours, too.

CopyPress is a full service content 
marketing company with over 5 years 
of experience creating and promoting 
digital content.
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