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Executive Summary 

Over the last 15 years since the Internet boom, the development of e-

commerce systems has changed through the years. In the beginning, the 

development of home grown systems, also known as proprietary solutions was 

the common process for developing an e-commerce solution the web. There 

were not very many common solutions and therefore it caused developers to 

develop systems without much direction. As years went on and developers 

became more sophisticated, open source development started to take shape in 

the development community. Common practices or “standards” became available 

making it easier to develop e-commerce solutions and implement best practices 

for security and the handling of sensitive information. This was really the 

beginning of the adoption of open source solutions. Open source has been 

available for as long as development on the web begun but until the early 2000s, 

many did not adopt it. Frameworks such as Joomla, Wordpress and Drupal 

became very popular and e-commerce solutions and payment gateways 

developed quickly. As these open source solutions became more popular and 

the integration of 3rd party programs became easier to integrate, open source has 

become the standard for web development and the implementation of e-

commerce sites. We will be examining why open source has many great benefits 

that outweigh any benefits a proprietary solution has to offer. This includes cost, 

timeline and overall functionality.  
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Understanding the Differences 

Even though we have made huge strides in the past decade, the question 

of what’s the difference between open source and proprietary development still 

arises. There are certainly some similarities from a development standpoint. 

Many of the payment gateways and 3rd party integration platforms can be used 

whether you are developing something proprietary or open source. However, it’s 

because of their differences that make the solutions a completely different 

decision on what you should use.  

Proprietary  

Proprietary solutions typically mean someone has developed the solution 

that has no documentation available for the development of the e-commerce 

solution. For example, if the site was completely built on a platform like .net; the 

programming language is .net which was developed by Microsoft but what’s 

developed could be a proprietary solution. Other things that could be a 

proprietary solution is something that’s developed in Java or ActionScript (Flash). 

Both of these popular programming languages have developed some of the most 

popular proprietary programs on the market. Typically if developers develop a 

proprietary solution for a customer/client, it’s because the client needed 

something that was ultra-unique or wants the opportunity to resell or license the 

solution. Unlike, open source, proprietary software has the ability to be resold. 

Why there is still opportunities to develop proprietary solutions, when discussing 

proprietary development for e-commerce websites, open source should certainly 

be the more effective option.  
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Open Source 

Open source development has increasingly gained popularity of the last 

decade. Typically, the most popular programming language for open source is 

PHP, or hypertext preprocessor. PHP is server-side scripting that’s the 

programming language for frameworks like Wordpress, Joomla, and Drupal. 

These are the three most common open source development platforms on the 

market. Each has various reasons why they are selected including security, 

expandability, and ease of use. Typically, if a developer has selected an open 

source development platform it’s for cost, timeline and/or the mission that 

everything should be free to the people. There is a movie that came out in the 

late 1990s called “AntiTrust” about a young man that was hired to develop a 

proprietary solution for a global company. He realizes this company is stealing 

information or source code from developers to use for their proprietary system. In 

the end, he ends up taking the multi-billion dollar source code and giving it to the 

world for free because information and technology should be available for 

everyone to utilize. These die-heart developers that have a passion for free 

information, leads the open source mission. Through the years, open source has 

become a standard for e-commerce development because of the standardization 

of the process.  
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History of E-Commerce on the Web 

 

Believe it or not, e-commerce started as early as 50 years ago in the 

1960s. Businesses would develop a close network system for sharing information 

between computers of different companies. This sharing of information included 

invoices, customer documents, contracts and other important documents. This 

was common practice for approximately fifteen years before the American 

National Standards Institute or ANSI developed a standard. In the mid-1980s, 

CompuServe developed a process for purchasing goods via electronic mail or 

email that included more than 100 merchants (Source: MoneyWorks). This was a 

common practice until the mid-90s when the World Wide Web became popular 

and retailers started to look at the selling of merchandise over the Internet as a 

great opportunity. Two companies that looked at the Internet as an opportunity 

were eBay and Amazon. Ebay was and some would argue they’re still the 

pioneers in e-commerce development. What was interesting about the eBay 

model is their ability to create their own payment gateway. It’s one thing to 

develop a solution that allows you to select a product to purchase, but it’s 

another to offer a customer a secure way of capturing their payment information 

for the purchase. A company called Paypal became the standard solution for 

accepting payments over the Internet and the merger/partnership of eBay 

allowed eBay an upper hand on the selling of merchandise. Many companies 

selling goods online started to use Paypal as their payment gateway even though 

the fees were as high as 4.5% to utilize the service. Paypal developed a great 
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API for many developers to plugin to their website whether it was open source or 

proprietary. Even today, Paypal is the most popular payment method on the web 

for e-commerce. Open source development has allowed the simplicity of using 

other payment gateways like authorize.net, which is great because their fees are 

much less.  

 

Available E-Commerce Solutions 

 

Open source solutions have become more and more popular over the 

years for e-commerce solutions. The first of the solutions is monthly retainer sites 

that will help build you a basic website with an e-commerce solution built in. 

These solutions are “not” open source but allow individuals to build an entire 

website and sell products for as little as $50/month. Companies like this include 

shopify.com, bigcommerce.com, and volusion.com. Each of these platforms are 

easy to use and will help you start a basic product oriented website to sell goods 

online.  

 The two most popular open source platforms today are Wordpress and 

Drupal. Both have their advantages and disadvantages when it comes to building 

an e-commerce solution. Wordpress has become the standard for basic, content-

oriented websites. It’s easy to use and usually easy to design for. You can create 

a beautiful looking website for as little as $2,000 and an e-commerce website for 

$3,500. Usually the development of a Wordpress site is limited on complexity and 

sticks with the traditional standards of selling products online. Paypal is the 
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standard payment gateway for Wordpress, however, other solutions are available 

for configuration.  

 The last platform I would like to discuss is Drupal. Drupal has become the 

most popular enterprise level solution in the open source world. In fact, the 

government and higher educational institutions are the most popular to utilize the 

Drupal platform. However, over the years as Drupal has become easier to use, 

many e-commerce websites have moved towards the development of their 

website on the Drupal platform. There are a few reasons for utilizing Drupal. 

Security, expandability and the ability to integrate complex solutions into the e-

commerce platform. For example, let’s say you are selling products and want to 

manage the customers purchasing the product through a 3rd party solution like 

SalesForce. Drupal can easily integrate into SalesForce to keep track of 

customer’s purchases. Drupal typically is more expensive to develop for but in 

the long run will likely save you money because of it’s ability to enhance complex 

needs easier than a platform like Wordpress.  

  

Cost and Timeline for Open Source vs. Proprietary 

 

I briefly touched on cost above in regards to the different platforms available. 

When developing a proprietary system, cost and timeline are certainly a factor. 

Because typically proprietary solutions are not working within some sort of 

standard framework, the timeline to develop an e-commerce solution may take 

long. And in the common saying, “Time is money” cost is also a factor. A 
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homegrown e-commerce solution can take as long as two years to build 

depending on the complexity of the project and can cost an unlimited amount of 

resources to develop. Working within the confounds of an open source solution, 

typically there are e-commerce modules or plugins that can be configured for as 

little as a couple thousand in addition to the develop and design of the actual 

website. For example, Drupal has a module called Drupal Commerce that 

already has plugins and expandable options for inventory control and shipping. It 

also has merchant information built in like authorize.net. This allows for the cost 

and timeline to be reduced significantly.  

 

Conclusion 

 

I believe there are still opportunities to utilize the development of proprietary 

solutions. However, as the web standards and open source has become more 

intelligent, open source for e-commerce solutions is certainly a better solution. It 

will save you time and money both initially and in the long term. Do your research 

to discover what exactly are your needs and weight the possibilities between 

them both. However, I assure you that for 99% of e-commerce solutions being 

built, open source would certainly be a better-suited option for you.  


