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OUR PERSPECTIVE

 Although CMS products have become a virtual  Although CMS products have become a virtual 
commodity, a custom implementation is still a commodity, a custom implementation is still a 
signifi cant undertaking that must be carefully signifi cant undertaking that must be carefully 
planned and executed. Therefore, it is important planned and executed. Therefore, it is important 
to understand the various applications of a CMS to understand the various applications of a CMS 
and the potential value they can provide in a and the potential value they can provide in a 
specifi c business situation. The following paper specifi c business situation. The following paper 
will help you to understand what a CMS product will help you to understand what a CMS product 
should do, what it cannot do, and the key crite-should do, what it cannot do, and the key crite-
ria to consider when evaluating and selecting a ria to consider when evaluating and selecting a 
CMS for your business.CMS for your business.

  HOW ARE CMS USED TODAY? 
 Organizations use content management systems  Organizations use content management systems  Organizations use content management systems 
in different ways to best support the unique chal-in different ways to best support the unique chal-in different ways to best support the unique chal-
lenges they face in creating, maintaining and dis-lenges they face in creating, maintaining and dis-lenges they face in creating, maintaining and dis-
tributing content. Some examples include:tributing content. Some examples include:tributing content. Some examples include:

•  For companies in the business of creating and For companies in the business of creating and 
selling content, the CMS is their operational back-selling content, the CMS is their operational back-selling content, the CMS is their operational back-
bone. Among these companies are newspapers bone. Among these companies are newspapers bone. Among these companies are newspapers 
and news outlets, publishers and researchers of and news outlets, publishers and researchers of 
any kind that want to move their printed material any kind that want to move their printed material 
to the Web quickly and easily. These implemen-to the Web quickly and easily. These implemen-
tations tend to have the highest requirements in tations tend to have the highest requirements in 
terms of content volume, frequency of change terms of content volume, frequency of change 
and site traffi c.

•  E-commerce sites use a CMS to manage col-
lateral content, such as technical specifi cations, 
instructional copy and product manuals. Such 
implementations have medium to high require-
ments for content volume and site traffi c, but the 
content does not change frequently. Most impor-
tant in this segment is the seamless integration 
with product databases and product information 
management (PIM) repositories, since content 
editors need to be able to associate content 
assets with catalog items.

•  Companies that use the Web to complement 
their customer support or marketing presence their customer support or marketing presence 
provide online information about themselves, 
their operations and their products. Depending 
on the size of the company and the type of busi-
ness, these sites have low to medium require-
ments for the amount of content supported and ments for the amount of content supported and 
the frequency of change. Site traffi c is typically the frequency of change. Site traffi c is typically 
low to moderate.

Even within each of these segments one can fi nd 
a wide spectrum of sites, from small and well-
contained implementations to large web sites that 
required multi-year and multimillion dollar devel-
opment projects. In some cases, a commercial 
CMS is purchased and implemented to reduce 
operational cost. More and more, companies fi nd 
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that they can use the CMS to generate revenue that they can use the CMS to generate revenue 
and reduce costs by reducing time-to-market for and reduce costs by reducing time-to-market for 
key information, syndicating content and improv-key information, syndicating content and improv-
ing customer retention through improved site ex-ing customer retention through improved site ex-
periences. Therefore, it is clear that the value of a periences. Therefore, it is clear that the value of a 
CMS product can vary signifi cantly from company CMS product can vary signifi cantly from company 
to company, and we can only scratch the surface to company, and we can only scratch the surface 
when attempting to capture each and every nuance when attempting to capture each and every nuance 
of this value.

For a business that is trying to determine what For a business that is trying to determine what 
value it would get out of a CMS implementation, it value it would get out of a CMS implementation, it 
can be helpful to understand what features a CMS can be helpful to understand what features a CMS 
should have and what it cannot do.should have and what it cannot do.

 WHAT A CMS SHOULD DO
  For companies new to content management, de-  For companies new to content management, de-
veloping a fuller understanding of CMS can be a veloping a fuller understanding of CMS can be a 
daunting task. Different vendors use different terms daunting task. Different vendors use different terms 
to describe the same concepts, making it diffi cult to describe the same concepts, making it diffi cult 
to compare CMS products and features. The fol-to compare CMS products and features. The fol-
lowing list outlines the out-of the-box functionality lowing list outlines the out-of the-box functionality 
you should expect from a major CMS vendor:you should expect from a major CMS vendor:

•  Content can be defi ned as a body of text, a refer-Content can be defi ned as a body of text, a refer-
ence to an external document, or a media asset ence to an external document, or a media asset 
(image, audio, video, etc.), along with accompa-(image, audio, video, etc.), along with accompa-
nying metadata that characterizes the informa-nying metadata that characterizes the informa-nying metadata that characterizes the informa-
tion. A CMS should provide an infrastructure for tion. A CMS should provide an infrastructure for tion. A CMS should provide an infrastructure for tion. A CMS should provide an infrastructure for 
managing the lifecycle of such content. This in-managing the lifecycle of such content. This in-managing the lifecycle of such content. This in-
cludes the authoring, publication, retiring, archi-cludes the authoring, publication, retiring, archi-cludes the authoring, publication, retiring, archi-
val and deletion of the content. Some CMS also val and deletion of the content. Some CMS also val and deletion of the content. Some CMS also 
manage the delivery of content to the Web, so it manage the delivery of content to the Web, so it manage the delivery of content to the Web, so it 
can be consumed by end-users. can be consumed by end-users. 

•  A CMS should provide the option to deliver con-A CMS should provide the option to deliver con-A CMS should provide the option to deliver con-•  A CMS should provide the option to deliver con-•  •  A CMS should provide the option to deliver con-•  
tent statically, through the generation of com-tent statically, through the generation of com-tent statically, through the generation of com-
plete HTML documents, or dynamically, through plete HTML documents, or dynamically, through plete HTML documents, or dynamically, through 
a Web application that pulls content dynamically a Web application that pulls content dynamically 
from a content repository. Web sites can follow from a content repository. Web sites can follow 
a mixed model, where some content, such as a mixed model, where some content, such as 
personalization or inventory information, is gen-personalization or inventory information, is gen-
erated dynamically and other content is brought erated dynamically and other content is brought 
in as statically published HTML pages.in as statically published HTML pages.

•  A CMS should provide workfl ow support to •  A CMS should provide workfl ow support to •  
model complex authoring and publication pro-
cesses. This includes a security model that of-
fers the ability to specify actions specifi c users 
can perform based on their role in the applica-
tion. Roles such as authors, editors and approv-
ers can be defi ned, and individual users will see 
a task queue when they log on to the system that 
enables them to take actions with the content 
asset. The system will then route it to the next 
step in the workfl ow. 

•  A CMS should support basic collaboration of a •  A CMS should support basic collaboration of a •  
group of content contributors. Users need to be 
able to check out a content asset and lock it, so 
that others cannot manipulate the same docu-
ment or piece of content. There should be basic 
versioning, as well as the ability to revert to a pre-
vious version of modifi ed content.

•  A CMS should provide the fl exibility to deploy •  A CMS should provide the fl exibility to deploy •  
multiple instances of the system that can work 
together. Most installations require two, three 
or four instances for development, test, content 
staging and production, respectively. Content 
replication between multiple instances should be 
a readily available feature and not require custom 
code.

 WHAT A CMS CANNOT DO 
 Now that you know what functionality most CMS 
will deliver, it is equally important to know what 
they won’t. The following is a list of common mis-
conceptions and false expectations about CMS conceptions and false expectations about CMS 
features:features:

•  A CMS will not work out-of-the box. Typical im-•  A CMS will not work out-of-the box. Typical im-•  
plementation tasks for any CMS require that the 
content to be managed is analyzed and that cor-
responding content structures are defi ned within 
the system. Some systems have a graphical user 
interface (GUI) for this task, while others parse 
an XML document and generate database ob-
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jects and user interface components according-jects and user interface components according-
ly. Other typical implementation tasks include:ly. Other typical implementation tasks include:

•  Migrating content from other sources, or creat-  Migrating content from other sources, or creat-
ing it from scratching it from scratch

•  Building and testing a web site for delivery of   Building and testing a web site for delivery of 
content to end userscontent to end users

•  Defi ning and creating publishing processes   Defi ning and creating publishing processes 
within the systemwithin the system

•  Training end-users of the CMS  Training end-users of the CMS

•  Customizing and extending the content man-  Customizing and extending the content man-
agement user interface (if product functionality agement user interface (if product functionality 
is insuffi cient)is insuffi cient)

•  Integrating the system with corporate security,   Integrating the system with corporate security, 
single sign-on products and external applica-single sign-on products and external applica-
tions that exchange data about users or con-tions that exchange data about users or con-
tent assetstent assets

•  A CMS is not a product catalog management A CMS is not a product catalog management •  A CMS is not a product catalog management •  
tool. Some commercial CMS vendors claim to tool. Some commercial CMS vendors claim to 
have this capability, but careful consideration is have this capability, but careful consideration is 
important prior to implementation.  There may be important prior to implementation.  There may be 
limitations that will reduce your fl exibility for man-limitations that will reduce your fl exibility for man-
aging your catalog. You should be able to prune aging your catalog. You should be able to prune 
and graft product branches in the tree, add or and graft product branches in the tree, add or 
modify attributes without having to rebuild the modify attributes without having to rebuild the modify attributes without having to rebuild the 
catalog, and defi ne attributes at group levels to catalog, and defi ne attributes at group levels to catalog, and defi ne attributes at group levels to catalog, and defi ne attributes at group levels to 
make metadata maintenance easier. Be sure to make metadata maintenance easier. Be sure to make metadata maintenance easier. Be sure to 
request a proof-of-concept implementation of a request a proof-of-concept implementation of a request a proof-of-concept implementation of a 
representative scenario before you buy.representative scenario before you buy.representative scenario before you buy.

•  A CMS is not a Web design tool or a Web edi-A CMS is not a Web design tool or a Web edi-A CMS is not a Web design tool or a Web edi-•  A CMS is not a Web design tool or a Web edi-•  
tor. The separation of content from presentation tor. The separation of content from presentation 
often causes frustration among content authors, often causes frustration among content authors, often causes frustration among content authors, 
as they have limited control over how the content as they have limited control over how the content as they have limited control over how the content 
will be presented on the Web. WYSIWYG edi-will be presented on the Web. WYSIWYG edi-will be presented on the Web. WYSIWYG edi-
tors can help alleviate this frustration somewhat, tors can help alleviate this frustration somewhat, 
but not completely. Control over who can modify but not completely. Control over who can modify 
the presentation must be managed closely on the presentation must be managed closely on 
an ongoing basis, not just during the implemen-an ongoing basis, not just during the implemen-
tation phase. Otherwise, unproductive struggles tation phase. Otherwise, unproductive struggles 
between different groups in the organization can between different groups in the organization can 
evolve that take away from the quality of the Web evolve that take away from the quality of the Web 

presentation.

•  A CMS is not a document management system. •  A CMS is not a document management system. •  
While most commercial CMS do have the ca-
pability to upload and manage documents, their 
user interfaces are not optimized for document 
search and retrieval. You will encounter produc-
tivity issues if you use your CMS as a document 
management system. 

•  A CMS cannot fi x broken content management •  A CMS cannot fi x broken content management •  
processes in an organization, it will only com-
pound them. Make sure that you have a good 
handle on where and how content is created, 
who approves it and when its lifecycle ends.

•  A CMS is not a localization tool. Most CMS •  A CMS is not a localization tool. Most CMS •  
support international content, but provide little 
support for localization. Workfl ow can be used 
to create translation processes, but it is often 
a work-around. Expect the need for additional 
products or customization of your CMS to sup-
port content localization for your target markets.

•  Some CMS come bundled with a search engine, 
but most do not. Your content authors can prob-
ably live without the ability to do full-text search-
es in the management interface, although it will 
take longer to fi nd a content asset. On the Web 
presentation side, strong search capabilities are presentation side, strong search capabilities are 
mandatory. You will need a search engine so 
that your users can fi nd the content that you are 
providing for them.

   HOW TO SELECT THE RIGHT PRODUCT:  A 
CMS EVALUATION GUIDE 
 The right CMS product is the one that requires the 
least amount of customization to meet your busi-
ness needs. Before looking at specifi c products, 
develop clear requirements for what the CMS is 
expected to do. Evaluate your content, estimate 
future site traffi c, analyze data integration needs, 
and understand how content is created and what 
its lifecycle is. There is limited value to ranking CMS 
products against each other in random categories 
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CONCLUSION
  Content management systems have become imperative for converting information into more valuable assets   Content management systems have become imperative for converting information into more valuable assets   Content management systems have become imperative for converting information into more valuable assets 
and making it available to employees, customers and partners. Yet the fi rst and most diffi cult step for any and making it available to employees, customers and partners. Yet the fi rst and most diffi cult step for any and making it available to employees, customers and partners. Yet the fi rst and most diffi cult step for any 
company is selecting a product that will satisfy their current and long-term business goals.company is selecting a product that will satisfy their current and long-term business goals.company is selecting a product that will satisfy their current and long-term business goals.company is selecting a product that will satisfy their current and long-term business goals.

CMS implementations can go smoothly if the requirements are understood and if a product is selected that CMS implementations can go smoothly if the requirements are understood and if a product is selected that CMS implementations can go smoothly if the requirements are understood and if a product is selected that 
can match the requirements. Using the following set of criteria to evaluate products against your require-can match the requirements. Using the following set of criteria to evaluate products against your require-
ments will ensure your CMS implementation is risk-free and will maximize its value for your organization.ments will ensure your CMS implementation is risk-free and will maximize its value for your organization.

Molecular, an Internet consulting fi rm, designs and builds digital solutions to help companies increase revenues and decrease 
operating costs. Since 1994, Molecular has directed successful Web initiatives for the nation’s top companies, including The 
Finish Line, Inc., Fidelity Investments, MFS Investment Management, Hewlett-Packard and Talbots.

if it is not known how important the categories are if it is not known how important the categories are 
for the implementation.for the implementation.

Once such a requirements profi le is available, the Once such a requirements profi le is available, the 
best product should be determined by utilizing best product should be determined by utilizing 
experience from prior implementations. If your or-experience from prior implementations. If your or-
ganization does not have this experience in-house, ganization does not have this experience in-house, 
it is highly recommended to seek external help. it is highly recommended to seek external help. 
Vendor-provided feature lists should not be your Vendor-provided feature lists should not be your 
sole selection criteria, and third-party vendor eval-sole selection criteria, and third-party vendor eval-
uations do not necessarily weigh and rate features uations do not necessarily weigh and rate features 
in a way that mirrors your particular needs.in a way that mirrors your particular needs.

Price is also not a good indicator for how well a Price is also not a good indicator for how well a 
product will match your business requirements. product will match your business requirements. 
For example, do not conclude that a free or Open For example, do not conclude that a free or Open 

Source product cannot match your requirements. 
While it’s true that most Open Source CMS are not 
as feature-rich as their commercial counterparts, 
the absence of licensing costs may allow you to 
spend more on customization and implementation 
to make up for any missing features.  

When evaluating a CMS, it is helpful to establish a 
set of criteria that can be used to examine a prod-
uct methodically. This process makes it easier to 
map features against your requirements, as well 
as compare and rank products against each other 
and establish a score. The CMS Evaluation Guide 
on the following pages will help you to plan and 
structure your CMS selection process.
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 CMS EVALUATION GUIDE

Category  
 

 APPLICATION HISTORY 

AND ARCHITECTURE

Criter ia

   
 THE APPLICATION ARCHITECTURE OF THE CMS WILL LET YOU DRAW CON-

CLUSIONS ABOUT THE CUSTOMIZATION EFFORT. THE CLEANER AND BET-

TER-DESIGNED AN APPLICATION, THE EASIER IT WILL BE TO CUSTOMIZE 

AND INTEGRATE IT WITH YOUR EXISTING INFRASTRUCTURE. LEARNING THE 

ARCHITECTURE WILL ALSO GIVE YOU AN IDEA WHETHER YOUR CONTENT 

CAN BE REPRESENTED ACCURATELY AND EFFECTIVELY IN THE CMS, AND 

WHETHER THE PRODUCT IS SUITABLE FOR STATIC OR DYNAMIC DELIVERY.

 CONTENT DELIVERY 

CAPABILITIES & 

SCALABILITY 

 MOST CMS CAN RENDER CONTENT DYNAMICALLY UPON REQUEST INTO 

AN HTML STREAM OR STATICALLY INTO HTML FILES UPON PUBLICATION. 

A PREFERENCE FOR EITHER WAY OF DELIVERY DEPENDS ON A SITE’S 

REQUIREMENTS FOR PERSONALIZED, REAL-TIME CONTENT, TRAFFIC VOL-

UME, AND OTHER PARAMETERS. DYNAMIC DELIVERY SUPPORT FOR LARGER 

SITES REQUIRES CACHING CAPABILITIES AND AN API FOR THE PROGRAM-

MING LANGUAGE THAT YOU WANT TO USE. A STATIC APPROACH DOES NOT 

REQUIRE SUCH TIGHT INTEGRATION WITH THE WEB DELIVERY INFRASTRUC-

TURE. IT CAN BE HELPFUL TO LOOK AT HOW PAGES AND PRESENTATION 

TEMPLATES ARE BEING MANAGED IN THE CMS, IF PAGE COMPONENTS CAN 

BE DEFINED AND REUSED, AND HOW WELL CONTENT IS SEPARATED FROM 

PRESENTATION.

 SECURITY MODEL  THE CMS MUST SUPPORT INTEGRATION WITH AN EXISTING SECURITY IN-

FRASTRUCTURE. WINDOWS NTLM AUTHENTICATION, LDAP INTEGRATION 

AND ACTIVE DIRECTORY ARE SOME OF THE CHOICES. THIS INTEGRATION 

WILL BE LIMITED TO THE MANAGEMENT SIDE. SECURITY ON THE DELIVERY 

SIDE IS GENERALLY NOT A FEATURE OF THE CMS.

 CUSTOMIZATION 

CAPABILITIES

  ALL CMS REQUIRE CUSTOMIZATION, EXCEPT FOR THE SIMPLEST APPLICA-

TIONS. FOR EXAMPLE, IT MAY BE NECESSARY TO EXTEND THE CONTENT 

DATA MODEL TO INCLUDE RELATIONSHIPS WITH EXTERNAL DATA, ADD AD-

DITIONAL FIELDS FOR CONTENT META DATA, CHANGE THE USER INTER-

FACE TO INTEGRATE WITH EXTERNAL COMPONENTS, CHANGE THE WORK-

FLOW OR CONTENT PUBLICATION PROCESS, ETC. THE EFFORT REQUIRED 

TO IMPLEMENT SUCH CUSTOMIZATION VARIES WIDELY AND DEPENDS ON 

WHETHER THE PRODUCT’S ARCHITECTURE IS CUSTOMIZATION-FRIENDLY 

OR NOT. A SET OF POORLY DOCUMENTED PERL SCRIPTS, FOR INSTANCE, 

IS MORE DIFFICULT TO CUSTOMIZE THAN A HIERARCHICAL COLLECTION OF 

WELL-STRUCTURED JSP PAGE COMPONENTS.
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 CONTENT MANAGEMENT 

FEATURES, USER 

INTERFACE 

 TO ENSURE ORGANIZATIONAL ADOPTION OF THE CMS BY CONTENT MAN-

AGERS, THE USER INTERFACE MUST BE INTUITIVE AND ALLOW KNOWLEDGE 

WORKERS TO CREATE, EDIT, MAINTAIN AND PRESENT CONTENT IN WAYS 

THAT SATISFY BUSINESS GOALS. EXAMPLES OF EVALUATION CRITERIA IN 

THIS CATEGORY INCLUDE:

•  FLEXIBILITY AND TOOL SUPPORT FOR CREATING CONTENT ASSETS

•  FLEXIBILITY AND TOOL SUPPORT FOR MODIFYING CONTENT ASSETS

•  MANAGEMENT OF RELATIONSHIPS BETWEEN CONTENT ASSETS

•  SUPPORT OF LISTS AND ORDERED COLLECTIONS OF CONTENT ASSETS

•  WORKFLOW SUPPORT

•  CONTENT PUBLISHING – SELECTIVE PUBLISHING SUPPORT

•  VERSION CONTROL FEATURES

•  SEARCH AND CONTENT NAVIGATION

 CONTENT IMPORT 

AND EXPORT

 UNDERSTAND HOW WELL THE CMS SUPPORTS EXPORTING AND IMPORTING 

OF CONTENT FROM AND INTO ITS REPOSITORY.  XML EXPORT AND IMPORT 

SHOULD BE SUPPORTED OUT-OF-THE-BOX. HOW DIFFICULT WILL IT BE TO 

INTEGRATE A FEED SO THAT NEW CONTENT ASSETS CAN BE ASSOCIATED 

WITH EXTERNAL ENTITIES, E.G. PRODUCTS IN A PRODUCT CATALOG, CAT-

EGORIES FROM A TAXONOMY, ETC.?

 EASE OF INSTALLATION  NOT EVERY CMS COMES WITH A SETUP PROGRAM THAT WILL INSTALL 

AND CONFIGURE THE PRODUCT WITH MINIMAL INTERACTION. EVEN WITH 

A SETUP PROGRAM, THE PROCESS OF INSTALLING A CMS WITH ITS RE-

QUIRED SOFTWARE STACK AND CONNECTING IT TO THE DATABASE CAN BE 

A TASK THAT REQUIRES SEVERAL ATTEMPTS BEFORE IT IS SUCCESSFUL. 

ASK SOMEONE WHO HAS GONE THROUGH THE PROCESS.

 APPLICATION 

DEPLOYMENT

 DEPLOYING A CUSTOM SOLUTION ON TOP OF A CMS PRODUCT IS VERY 

DIFFERENT FROM INSTALLING THE PRODUCT. IF YOUR ORGANIZATION HAS 

STRONG REQUIREMENTS AROUND CONFIGURATION MANAGEMENT AND 

PROCESS, TAKE A CLOSE LOOK IF DEPLOYMENTS CAN BE AUTOMATED AND 

IF THEY ARE REPEATABLE, IF THERE IS ANY TOOL SUPPORT, AND IF THERE 

IS LOGGING AND AUDITING CAPABILITIES. HAVING TO MANUALLY DEPLOY 

500 DATA AND CONFIGURATION FILES FROM A DEVELOPMENT SERVER TO 

STAGING AND PRODUCTION SERVERS AS PART OF A WEEKLY RELEASE 

CYCLE CAN BE DRAINING ON YOUR STAFF.

 SEARCH ENGINE 

INTEGRATION

 ON LARGE INSTALLATIONS, THE ABILITY TO QUICKLY FIND AN EXISTING 

CONTENT ASSET CAN MAKE OR BREAK THE ACCEPTANCE OF THE CMS 

PRODUCT AMONG CONTENT CONTRIBUTORS. A SIMPLE DATABASE SEARCH 

IS NOT SMART ENOUGH TO TRY VARIATIONS OF A WORD FORM AND CAN 

FRUSTRATE A USER WHO DOES NOT REMEMBER THE EXACT TITLE OF A 

PIECE OF CONTENT. ON THE OTHER HAND, THE INTEGRATION OF A FULL-TEXT 

SEARCH ENGINE CAN BE QUITE COMPLEX AND TIME-CONSUMING. MAKE 

SURE THAT YOUR PRODUCT SUPPORTS YOUR REQUIREMENTS IN THIS REGARD.
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 QUALITY OF CUSTOMER 

SUPPORT

 ASKING EXISTING CUSTOMERS AND PRODUCT INTEGRATORS ABOUT THEIR 

SUPPORT EXPERIENCE CAN BE HELPFUL IN GAUGING HOW QUICKLY AND 

RELIABLY YOU WILL GET SUPPORT CASES RESOLVED.

 SAMPLE SITES  FIND OUT ON WHAT REAL-LIFE SITES THE CMS IS USED AND UNDERSTAND 

HOW ITS FEATURES ARE UTILIZED, WHETHER DELIVERY IS STATIC OR DY-

NAMIC, WHETHER THERE IS PERSONALIZATION AND REAL-TIME CONTENT, 

AND HOW MUCH TRAFFIC THE SITE CAN HANDLE (E.G. VIA HTTP://WWW.

ALEXA.COM).


