
Open Source Software 

Disclaimer: This booklet is intended for informational purposes only and does not constitute legal, technical, 
business or other advice and should not be relied on as such. Please consult a lawyer or other professional 
advisor if you have any questions related to the topics discussed in the booklet. The Ontario Government does 
not endorse any commercial product, process or service referenced in this booklet, or its producer or provider.  
The Ontario Government also does not make any express or implied warranties, or assumes any legal liability 
for the accuracy, completeness, timeliness or usefulness of any information contained in this booklet, including 
web-links to other servers.

This booklet will be useful for small businesses that would like to learn more about open source 
software, its benefits and limitations. The booklet also contains a reference list of some of the 
most commonly used open source software.

What is Open Source Software (OSS)? 
Open source software is computer software that has a source code available to the general public for use 
as is or with modifications. This software typically does not require a license fee. 

There are open source software applications for a variety of different uses such as office automation, web design, 
content management, operating systems, and communications. 

The key fact that makes open source software (OSS) 
different from proprietary software is its license. As 
copyright material, software is almost always licensed. 
The license indicates how the software may be used. 
OSS is unique in that it is always released under a license 
that has been certified to meet the criteria of the Open 
Source Definition. These criteria include the right to: 

• Redistribute the software without restriction; 
• Access the source code; 
• Modify the source code; and 
• Distribute the modified version of the software. 

In contrast, creators of proprietary software 
usually do not make their source code available  
to others to modify. 

When considering the advantages of open source software you should consider the open source product  
itself. Open source products vary in quality. OSS software does not come with phone support or personalized 
e-mail support. However, there are commercial service providers who will provide support. If you need a lot of 
support, consider whether the overall costs of using an open source product will be higher than that of  
a proprietary product.

Open source software is unique in that it  
is always released under a license that allows 
users to access, modify and redistribute  
the source code. 

Source code is a specialized language that  
allows software developers to create and  
modify computer programs. If you do not  
have legal access to the source code, then  
the program cannot be changed or moved  
to a different kind of computer. 
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Is it free?
Keep in mind that while OSS is usually free there are some exceptions. You will usually be able to determine what 
these exceptions are by considering the total cost of ownership (TCO) involved in adopting and managing open 
source software. While the software itself may be free, make sure you consider the need for additional 
services or products, as these may have costs attached (e.g. access to software updates, support services). 
You also have to take into account possible switching costs. These costs would include moving data from 
an old system to new systems, training costs and costs involved when switching from one platform to another  
one (e.g. the costs of switching from Microsoft Windows to a Linux operating system). If your business does not 
have enough information technology expertise, you may have to outsource outside technical services to provide 
open source support or to manage its implementation and delivery. 

How Did Open Source Get Started?
In the 1970s, proprietary software – i.e. software  
that did not allow users to redistribute it, modify  
it, or access its source code – became the norm.  
The development of open source software was  
a reaction to the fact that changes or improvements 
could not be made to proprietary software by other 
developers or users. The open source movement  
started with Richard Stallman’s general public license 
model (in the 1980s), which holds that software  
should be freely modifiable, with the condition that  
if you make improvements to the software, you  
must put the improvements back in the open source  
community. The rationale for the open source  
movement is that a larger group of programmers  
not concerned with proprietary ownership will  
produce a better product.

How is Open Source Software Useful  
to Small Businesses? 
If you were to review information on open source  
software you will find many different claims and  
counterclaims with respect to its advantages and limitations. 
Some of the differing opinions arise from the fact that 
while an open source software package may work very 
well in one business environment, it might not work  
so well in a different environment. Depending on your 
current system (i.e. what software you are using now), 
your business needs and the open source product  
you choose (some are better than others) certain  
advantages of using open source software will vary. 

“And we believe open source simply creates 
better software. It multiplies one company’s  
development capacity many times over.  
Everyone collaborates, the best software wins. 
Not just within one company, but among an  
Internet-connected, worldwide community.  
It’s no coincidence that the rise of open source 
closely followed the rise of the Internet.  
The perfect breeding ground for collaboration, 
the Internet moves ideas and code around the 
world in an instant.”

Source: Matthew J. Szulik, chair, CEO and president of Red Hat 
as cited in “The Open Source Movement Gains Ground” by 
Steven Hardin, Bulletin, February/March 2006, The Information 
Society for the Information Age. 

When considering the advantages of open 
source software you should look at the 
open source product itself. There are 
a variety of open source software packages 
out there that range widely in terms of quality. 
Some open source software has been around 
longer than others. More mature products  
will likely rate higher in terms of quality and  
reliability. In the end, it pays to do your  
homework when selecting the right software, 
whether open source or proprietary, for your 
business. As a small business, it’s worthwhile  
to consider some of the open source options.
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Below are possible advantages for you to consider in terms of how OSS may benefit your business:

Advantages of Open Source Software

Lower Costs: Open source software usually does not require a licensing fee and its lower cost is generally 
one of the key reasons why small businesses choose to adopt this software. Make sure that you consider the 
total costs of ownership when considering open source software. 

Flexibility: A programmer can take a standard software package and modify it to better suit business needs. 
You can usually hire a programmer to add a particular function to open source software.

Reliability and Quality: When looking at improved quality, you have to compare the products 
themselves. It is impossible to say that open source software is better than proprietary software  
in terms of reliability and quality – both have a range of products. However, mature open source  
software is generally viewed to be of good quality and reliability. If your business is not familiar  
with open source software, you may only want to review some of the more mature products  
(e.g. Linux, Apache and Sendmail).

Reduces “Vendor Lock-in”: If you are using proprietary software you may be restricted to using certain 
vendors. Switching vendors in this case usually involves significant costs. Keep in mind though that choosing  
an OSS product may not make you totally independent of vendors. For some OSS products there may  
be a limited number of vendors that can provide you with services, upgrades or security patches. 

Availability of External Support: External technical support is available for many of the open source 
software packages. Some vendors offer support contracts and there are service providers that install,  
configure and maintain an OSS system. Many open source products also have active online community  
support that may be able to answer your questions through online blogs. 

Is There a Downside to Using  
Open Source Software?
Remember when considering the limitations of open 
source software, it is important to look at the product 
individually as each product can vary in terms of quality 
and limitations. Some of the limitations can be overcome 
with adequate training and service support. 

Here are some possible limitations for you to consider: 

Lack of Personalized Support. Unlike proprietary 
software, OSS packages do not come with phone  
support or personalized e-mail support. However,  
as mentioned there are commercial service providers 
who will provide support. If you need a lot of support, 
consider whether the overall costs of using an open 
source product will be higher than that of  
a proprietary product.

Restricted Choice. There are fewer choices available 
for open source software. 

Speed of Change. Software is being modified on an 
ongoing basis in the open source world, which can make 
it difficult to ensure that the software is compatible  
with other applications.

No warranty. OSS does not come with a warranty, 
as there is no single company backing the product.

Whether Open Source or Proprietary 
- Check Out the Security Features  
of the Software 

“There are many examples of good and bad in 
the OSS and commercial worlds [i.e. proprietary 
software]. To manage security risk properly  
a Chief Information Officer needs to determine 
what practices exist to produce secure  
code, practices for security testing and the  
qualifications of those responsible. If the  
development organization has been audited  
to verify that they have good practices, then 
that is a big plus. This must be done on  
a case-by-case basis due to the amount of 
variation in the security of software within the 
OSS and commercial communities. Being open 
or closed sourced by itself does not ensure that 
the software is secure, it is also important to 
evaluate each of the suppliers”.

Source: Dr. Khaled El-Emam. “Balancing the Costs and Quality 
of Open Source Software”, May 23, 2006. Globe and Mail. 
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Examples of Open Source Software
You can find information about open source products on the Internet by using a search engine  
and typing the keywords “open source” followed by the “type of software application” that you are  
looking for. For example:

• Open source web design.
• Open source presentation software.
• Open source spreadsheets.
• Open source shopping carts.
• Open source communications (and so on).

View the following table for descriptions of some of the most popular open source software applications by  
category. The examples in the table include only a few of the many OSS applications available on the Internet.  
You should investigate whether any of the packages are suitable for your needs. There are general directories  
that reference open source applications such as www.wikipedia.com, www.opensourcecms.com, and 
www.cmsmatrix.org. These are good places to start your investigation. You may also want to look 
at various blogs and forums for product comparisons and reviews.  

 

Examples of Open Source Software

TYPE OF  
APPLICATION

OSS  
EXAMPLES DESCRIPTION

Office  
Automation 
(word process-
ing, spreadsheet 
and presentation 
software) 

(Sources: Effing  
Technology, Carol’s 
Vault, Soft32.com)

AbiWord

• Word-processing program 

• Similar to predominant proprietary word-processing programs

• Suitable for a wide variety of word processing tasks

OpenOffice

• Office suite

• Suitable for individuals and businesses

• �Includes a word processor (compatible with predominant  
proprietary word-processing programs), spreadsheet  
(compatible with predominant proprietary spreadsheet programs) 
and presentation system (compatible with predominant  
proprietary presentation systems)

KOffice

• Integrated office suite

• Intended for the KDesktop Environment

• �Includes a word processor, spreadsheet application,  
and presentation program

Web Design 

(Sources: Zyxware 
Technologies, Carol’s 
Vault)

Nvu
• Intended for those with no technical or programming expertise 

• Enables creation of web pages and management of websites

GIMPShop • Image editor similar to Adobe Photoshop

Bluefish

• Editor targeted towards programmers and web designers

• Supports many programming and mark-up languages

• Focused on editing dynamic and interactive websites

cont’d
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Examples of Open Source Software

TYPE OF  
APPLICATION

OSS  
EXAMPLES DESCRIPTION

Communications 

(Sources: Open Source 
Windows, Lifehacker, 
Zyxware Technologies)

Pidgin
• Free Instant Messaging (IM) client

• Allows use of all IM accounts at once.

Thunderbird • �Cross-platform e-mail and news client

PhpBB
• �Internet forum package written in computer  

scripting language PHP

E-Commerce 

(Sources: Zyxware  
Technologies, Blogger)

OsCommerce

• E-commerce and online store-management application

• Offers a wide range of features that allows online stores 

• �Can be used on any web server that has PHP web scripting  
language and the MySQL database

VirtueMart

• �E-commerce solution intended for use with the  
content-management system Joomla or Mambo 

• Written in PHP

• Made for easy use in a PHP/MySQL environment

Zen Cart

• Free, shopping-cart system

• �Features multiple customer modes, unlimited category depth, 
multiple sales and discounts, multiple display modes, multiple add 
banner controller, multiple payment options, etc.

Content  
Management 
Systems 

(Sources: Zyxware  
Technologies,  
Lifehacker)

Drupal

• �Free, modular, content-management framework, content- 
management system and blogging engine

• Written in PHP

• �Allows an individual or a community of users to easily publish, 
manage and organize a wide variety of content on a website

Joomla

• �Free open source content-management system meant  
for publishing content on the Web and intranets using  
the MySQL database

• Written in PHP

• �Includes features such as page caching to improve performance, 
RSS feeds, printable versions of pages, news flashes, blogs, polls, 
website searching, and language internationalization 

PHP-Nuke

• �Free, web-based automated news publishing and  
content-management system 

• Based on PHP and MySQL 

• Fully controlled using a web-based user interface

cont’d
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cont’d

Examples of Open Source Software

TYPE OF  
APPLICATION

OSS  
EXAMPLES DESCRIPTION

Operating  
Systems  
(all Linux  
distributions)

(Sources: Softpedia, 
Fulgora Software, 
Wikipedia, Information 
Week, user forums)

Ubuntu
• �Largest community maintained Linux OS – enables users to draw 

upon a wide network for support

Fedora

• �Open source Fedora is a general purpose Linux operating system, 
developed by the community-supported Fedora Project and 
sponsored by Red Hat (a company committed to open source 
software, and a major Linux distribution vendor).

 Determining Whether a Particular OSS Application Is Right for You Comments

1. �How long has the software been around? Is the software well  
established? As a general rule, open source software that has been around 
longer is more reliable and of good quality. Each open source software  
application has a version number. The software may represent the first  
version or ninth-or more. Mature OSS software examples - Linux,  
OpenOffice, and Thunderbird. 

2. �Are there regular updates, patches and new features? Open source 
software that receives regular updates, patches and new features will likely be 
less bug-ridden, more secure, and more feature-rich than that which does not.  

3. �Does your company have the skills to install and maintain the  
software? If your company does not have the expertise, there are service 
providers out there that do. You should also consider whether staff need  
training to help use and maintain the software. (this consideration applies  
to any type of software). 

4. �Is there commercial support available to help you install and  
manage the software? Are service providers available to provide you 
with installation and management support for your software? Two well  
known specialist OSS organizations that provide support are - www.redhat.com 
and www.mysql.com. 

5. �Are the costs reasonable for the service and support that you might 
require? The less technical expertise your business has, the more likely it is that 
you will need professional support for your open source software. 

How Do I Know if a Particular OSS Application  
Is Right for My Business?
The following series of questions can help you decide if a particular OSS application is right for your business:
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 Determining Whether a Particular OSS Application Is Right for You Comments

6. �Is there good (active) free support from the online OSS  
community (e.g. online forums, blogs)? Can you go online 
and post a question about the product? Be prepared to participate  
in these forums and answer questions yourself.

7. �What are the conditions of use for the software? Take the time 
to read the conditions for use. Many open source packages use GNU  
General Public License.

8. �Is there documentation available? Is the documentation complete 
and coherent? Open source software should have documentation available 
with respect to its development history. Are the bug fixes and feature  
changes well documented?

Source: Adapted from OSS Watch – Top Tips for selecting Open Source Software. http://www.oss-watch.ac.uk/resources/tips.xml 

What Is an OSS Web Design Template?
An OSS website design template is a free template that can be used to help you quickly set up a website. Sites 
that offer design templates typically give you a broad range of styles to choose from, so that you have plenty of 
options when it comes to finding the design that will work best for you. You can even customize the template  
to meet your individual needs, so it will reflect your personal requirements. You can find several websites that  
offer OSS web templates, including www.freewebtemplates.com, http://www.opensourcetemplates.org, and 
http://www.oswd.org.   

Freeware vs. Free Software vs. Shareware  
Freeware, free software and shareware are three alternatives to OSS. Each of these options is described below:

Freeware. Freeware is software that is made available for use by the author at no cost for an unlimited time. 
However, the author may retain the copyright. This means that users are not allowed to do anything with the  
software that is not permitted by the author. Your use of the software may be restricted to personal use,  
individual use, non-profit use, non-commercial use, academic use, commercial use, or any combination of these. 

Free software. Free software is software that can be used, modified, copied and redistributed without 
restriction and for no cost. For software to be distributed as free software, the source code (human readable  
form of the program) must be made available to the recipient (along with the free software license releasing  
the source code to the public) to allow for modification. Free software is distinct from freeware in that it is  
not proprietary software and can be distributed freely. It should be noted that some proprietary software are  
not compatible with free software, such as those that depend on a user paying for a licence in order to lawfully 
use a software product. 

Shareware. Shareware is both a type of software and a way to distribute the software. Authors of shareware 
give users a license to try out the software for a specific period of time, usually for 30 days. If a user wishes to 
continue using the software after this trial period, he is required to register with the author by paying the author  
a small fee. (Likewise, users may copy shareware and pass it along to others, but they too are expected to pay  
a fee if they use the product beyond the 30-day trial period.) If, however, a user does not wish to continue using 
the software after the evaluation period lapses, he is expected to discontinue use of the product and erase the 
product files. Thus, shareware is distributed on the basis of an honour system. In many cases, however, once  
the trial period ends shareware will have updates and will require the user to pay a small fee for additional  
functionality. Shareware is inexpensive because it is usually produced by a single programmer and is offered  
directly to customers. 



 

Pitfalls to Using Freeware and Shareware
The three primary pitfalls to using freeware and  
shareware are as follows:

• �Both may contain viruses, spyware (i.e., software that 
secretly sends information about your Web surfing  
habits to its website).

• �Some shareware and freeware programs do not have 
an uninstall feature, making them difficult to get rid of. 

• �There may be a lack of technical support if you have 
questions about a particular shareware  
or freeware program.

Recap: Is It Free?
Here’s a quick review of the cost involved with each of the types of software presented in this booklet:  

FREEWARE FREE SOFTWARE SHAREWARE

No cost 
(or optional fee)

No cost Pay after trial period or for  
additional functionality

As a precaution, always keep your anti-virus 
software up to date. Manually scan freeware 
and shareware files with an anti-virus software 
program before opening them. If possible avoid 
.exe files from unknown websites, and use 
caution when downloading files that are  
not .zip extensions.  

MINISTRY OF ECONOMIC  
DEVELOPMENT AND TRADE 
Telephone: (416) 314-2526
Facsimile: (416) 325-6538
E-mail: E-Business@ontario.ca 
Website: www.ontario.ca/economy

This booklet is part of a series on advanced e-business topics which 
supplements an introductory handbook How You Can Profit from 
E-Business. For more information on those publications, visit the 
Ministry website at www.ontario.ca/ebusiness. 

© Queen’s Printer for Ontario, 2010


