
CMSing Your Site

Does Your Website Use a CMS?
A content management system (CMS) is simply the software that your website uses to manage and display your 
content. Not all websites use a CMS, but there are many advantages to doing so. These include:

• being able to add and update website content without relying on a webmaster

• using attractive design and page templates that most CMSs offer

• having the built-in features of the CMS at your disposal, such as indexing of content, search and
 retrieval, and tools that improve your website’s visibility to search engines

Even if you never edit your website yourself, it’s important to know if your site uses a CMS and, if so, what that CMS 
is. That way, you can locate and hire the right experts to do work when you need it.

The 2 Types of CMS
There are two basic types of content management systems: Proprietary and Open Source. For a thoughtful  
examination of the benefits of proprietary vs. open source CMS for non-profits, check out this 2011 blog from  
Mike Kalil: Open-source vs. proprietary CMS: Which makes more sense?1  

Proprietary
Proprietary CMS is a content management system in which the “back end” code (the technical coding behind the 
user interface) is available only to the particular developer, so only the site administrator can edit or customize the 
webpage. 

Advantages: Customizability to your unique needs! Guided by your instructions, the developer creates  
the functions you need.

Disadvantages: Your developer holds the keys to your website and the costs associated with  
proprietary CMSs. 

Example of a proprietary CMS: Microsoft Sharepoint. This can be a powerful CMS, especially for  
organizations that use other Microsoft products, which can be integrated with Sharepoint.

Open source
Open source CMS refers generally to those programs whose source code is available to the public, which means 
that anyone can use the CMS and modify it to fit their needs.

Advantages: It’s public, it’s free, it’s easy to use. Development support is usually widely available through 
forums or communities of people using the particular open source CMS.

Disadvantages: There is some concern that open-source sites are more “hackable” than proprietary.

Examples: Drupal, Joomla, and WordPress.
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http://www.danconia.com/open-source-vs-proprietary-cms.html
http://stackoverflow.com/questions/1324872/what-does-a-back-end-really-mean


A more detailed analysis of these three CMSs can be found in the online comparison at:  
http://www.rackspace.com/knowledge_center/article/cms-comparison-drupal-joomla-and-wordpress

Known for its powerful
taxonomy and ability to tag,
categorize, and organize
complex content.

Drupal requires the most technical 
expertise of the three CMSs. 
However, it also is capable of 
producing the most advanced 
sites. With each release, it is  
becoming easier to use. If you’re 
unable to commit to learning the 
software or can’t hire someone 
who knows it, Drupal may not 
be the best choice.

For complex, advanced, and 
versatile sites; for sites that  
require complex data organization; 
for community platform sites 
with multiple users; for online 
stores.

• Default theme is accessible to 
WCAG 2.0 Level A standards. 

•  Administrator interface is 
not WCAG 2.0–compliant by 
default. 

• Standard navigation bar   
elements & content templates 
ordered within the code to  
facilitate use of screen  
readers.

State Implementation &
Scaling-up of Evidence-based
Practices Center (SISEP)
http://sisep.fpg.unc.edu/

Designed to perform as a
community platform, with strong 
social networking features.

Less complex than Drupal, more 
complex than Wordpress.  
Relatively uncomplicated to  
install and set up. With a relatively 
small investment of effort into 
understanding Joomla’s structure 
and terminology, you have the 
ability to create fairly complex 
sites.

Joomla allows you to build a site 
with more content and structure 
flexibility than WordPress offers, 
but still with fairly easy, intuitive 
usage. Supports E-commerce, 
social networking, and more.

• Core templates included 2 are 
not accessible to WCAG 2.0 
standards.

• Administrator interface is not 
WCAG 2.0–compliant by default.

• Core text editor automatically 
applies the user-defined title of 
the image as an alt-tag.

• Standard navigation bar 
elements & content templates 
ordered within the code to  
facilitate use of screen readers.

• Core system creates standard 
header tags—like H1 and  
H2 tags—by default, an  
accessibility best practice.

PEAK Parent Center’s annual
conference on Inclusive Education 
http://conference.peakparent.org/

Ease of use is a key benefit for 
experts and novices alike. It’s  
powerful enough for web developers 
or designers to efficiently build 
sites for clients; then, with minimal
instruction, clients can take over 
the site management. Very user-
friendly with great support and 
tutorials, making it great for non-
technical users to quickly deploy 
fairly simple sites.

Technical experience is not
necessary; it’s intuitive and easy  
to get a simple site set up quickly. 
It’s easy to paste text from a 
Microsoft Word document into 
a WordPress site, but not into 
Joomla and Drupal sites.

Ideal for fairly simple websites, 
such as everyday blogging and 
news sites, and anyone looking for 
an easy-to-manage site. Add-ons
make it easy to expand the
functionality of the site.

• Core templates included are not 
accessible to WCAG 2.0  
standards. 

• Administrator interface is not 
WCAG 2.0–compliant by default.

• Users prompted to include  
alt-text when uploading or  
editing images, but not required.

• Standard navigation bar  
elements & content templates 
can be linearly ordered to  
facilitate screen readers.

• Core theme creates standard 
header tags by default, an  
accessibility best practice.

National Dissemination Center
for Children with Disabilities
http://nichcy.org 

Features

Ease of Use

Best Use 
Cases

Accessibility

Example 
TA&D Site

 DRUPAL JOOMLA WORDPRESS

Comparing Drupal, Joomla, and WordPress
Drupal, Joomla, and WordPress all offer multiple template options, modules, and user permission levels.2  
Here are some basic features of these top 3 open source CMSs.3
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http://www.rackspace.com/knowledge_center/article/cms
http://sisep.fpg.unc.edu
http://conference.peakparent.org
http://nichcy.org


And that’s not all!
There are more open source CMSs than we’ve mentioned and more to know about each, including the following:

• Plone is another very highly rated open source CMS.4 

• The 2011 Open Source Awards recognized Joomla as the best overall open source CMS, with Drupal  
and Plone as runners-up.5 

• R2i Integrated offers an online comparison of the top 10 CMSs, so you can keep shopping and  
comparing for which might suit your project’s needs and resources.6 

Making That Decision
The decision on which content management system to use for your project’s website should be based on the needs of 
your project: need for database integration, online forums, content tagging, special features, and so on. The good folks 
at Idealware explain it best:

Because the line is “fuzzy” between open source and proprietary systems, we recommend that when  
choosing a CMS, nonprofits should look first to the features and functions offered by the software before  
limiting their search to one type of system or other (see “Recommendations”). What’s most important is to  
ask yourself what you’re looking for in a CMS. Do you need to integrate your site with a constituent database? 
Do you want something that will let you create a simple, straightforward site that you can set up yourself with 
minimal tech skills? Are you looking to invest the time and money in a more feature-rich site? Or do you want 
something in- between—a site that’s straightforward enough to update yourself, but has the potential to grow 
with your organization? These questions will help you determine what’s impor-tant for your organization’s 
website.7
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