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BY WES CARBERRY 

IN the past several years, companies everywhere have built
and used technologies to streamline backend operations

while simultaneously enhancing communication throughout the
enterprise. The recognized need for technologies that allow total
integration and dynamic content has spawned the widespread
use of application servers and more recently portal solutions.

Because there are a multitude of
vendors and service organizations tout-
ing application server and portals for
these complex needs, technical and
business managers must understand
the features and differences inherent in
these technologies before making an
investment. However, it is becoming
increasingly difficult to discern the dif-
ferences between the two approaches.

This article will describe the funda-
mentals of application servers and
portals, and detail how, in an effort to
create a solution, many application
server vendors are now marketing a
portal-like look and feel with person-
alization features. Meanwhile, portal
vendors are attempting to enable more
capabilities that are more complex by creating the flexible
development environment inherent to application servers.
Though there is hope for an eventual super-enterprise-Web
product, practically speaking, it remains a work in progress.
In the meantime, a convergence of application server and portal
features is the most comprehensive solution available.

THE APPLICATION SERVER

The application server (appserver) deals with all application
mechanisms between users and an organization’s back office

enterprise applications. These application servers exist both
online and off in disconnected solutions, and were essentially
born out of the following two situations:

● The programs people were using to perform their work
were becoming bigger and more complex.

● There existed a growing need for
applications to share more data
and functionality.

The logical outcome of this envi-
ronment was to establish a middle-tier
program residing on the network.
This approach allows application
sharing that enhances maintenance
and management of all programs.
While at first associated only with
client/server computing and on
LANs, application servers today
work to connect data (usually coming
from a database or other enterprise
application server) with the user of a
browser-based program.

WHAT WORK REQUIRES
APPLICATION SERVERS?

In its truest form, an application server occupies the middle-
tier between enterprise servers and the user. There are many
reasons for having middleware, as almost any application
currently put on the Web will require some level of user
management. This management can range from highly
secure accounting applications to a relatively open knowledge
exchange intranet.

The Convergence of
Application Servers

and Portals

Both application servers and portals can provide varying degrees of user management, although
each has its strengths and weaknesses. Because they do have a few unique features, the most

comprehensive solution is a two-tiered approach that combines both products.

To help clarify, a true
portal is an appserver

running portal software
or applications, and an
application server is a

system that provides the
execution environment

that is the foundation for
Web-based computing.
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The primary need for an application server
is to convert an existing offline application
into a similar online program. Behind the
scenes, application servers simplify client
programs while decreasing their size, they
cache and control data for enhanced perfor-
mance, and finally, appservers provide
security for both data and users.

APPLICATION SERVER FEATURE
HIGHLIGHTS

Application servers have the following
features:

● Security — Application servers
provide varying degrees of security.
Although most provide Secure Socket
Layer (SSL) capability out of the box,
many of the security features require
configuration or custom development to
fully implement.

● Scalability — Coupling architecture
fail-over capabilities with proxy server
styled load balancing, application
servers are capable of creating an
always-up final product. Most
architecture recommendations require
several lightweight servers to provide a
redundant solution.

● Business Logic Management — Many
applications created using appservers
are attempting to consolidate, streamline
or improve existing business logic.
Naturally, the more flexible or open
applications contain the ability to
encompass the vast majority of your
business rule needs. Features that are
heavily used components of these
application servers, such as Enterprise
Java Beans (EJBs), highlight the ability to
make current business rules into portable,
modulated application components.

THE PORTAL

Portals utilize personalization techniques
(tailoring an application to a particular
individual or group based on any number of
criteria) to deliver precisely the information
needed as specified by the user. The portal
solution allows a user to customize his
organizations’ information delivery in a
manner highly specific to each person’s
needs, while simultaneously leveraging
pre-existing software.

Genesis of the Web portal occurred as
organizations attempted to strategically
align with partners along the value chain
to meet online demands. In Web-based
interaction, this meant an infrastructure
requirement was necessary to communi-
cate with users, vendors and other supply
chain partners.

Portals provide the infrastructure needed
to aggregate information, services, and pro-
grams, and share them among customers,
partners, suppliers, and employees. A portal
connects technology and business processes
in a secure environment.

WHAT WORK REQUIRES
PORTALS?

Like application servers, portal servers
can deliver a scaleable, reliable and secure
solution. If a system goal is to combine
pre-existing Web business intelligence,
corporate communications, document man-
agement, and any other Web-enabled
enterprise application into a corporate por-
tal, then the portal is a viable solution. Some
portal providers promise out-of-the-box
integration with existing Web-enabled
applications. While these types of solutions
are typically considered integral to Web
work, the promised solutions are theoreti-
cally possible, but practically impossible.
Pre-configured portal applications, however,
do offer a head start in the integration
process and help to de-mystify the complex
software development kits (SDKs) included
with many of these applications.

One benefit of portal tools is their man-
agement of the single point of login. Single
sign-on (SSO) makes much of the Web
work on corporate intranets virtually
effortless, as the user is able to present a
multitude of information without requiring
more than one login. This increases the
efficiency of front-line employees and
requires less management time. The obstacle
for some companies is that the implementa-
tion of a single point of login must be done in
a forward thinking manner. To ensure success,
password changes are required in the member
applications as well as possible other points of
entry to these applications.

A portal platform allows an enterprise to
deploy implementations that include the
following capabilities:

● Managing User Groups — Portals
generally provide a group-based user

management capability that simplifies
assigning rights and roles for security
purposes. Groups also can be given
default personalization settings.

● Personalization and Presentation —
Allows the administrator or end users
to establish unique content for separate
groups, users, or themselves. This
includes the ability to move around
portlets, change color settings,
add/remove applications from one’s
views, and customize individual views.

● Security — Provides SSO, which is the
security to log into the Web application
itself. It then logs the user into each
individual component application of
the portal.

● Application Integration — Portal
providers market the strength of portal
software as having “built-in” integration
with other applications. Note: Though
many application servers are now
beginning to distribute their own gadgets,
plug-ins, or integrators, this is still the
primary differentiation that portal
platforms provide.

THE BLURRING LINE BETWEEN
APPLICATION SERVERS
AND PORTALS

Through the aforementioned features,
both the application server and portal can
work to build solid business relationships
with employees, customers, suppliers, and
partners. These similarities are making the
distinctions between them increasingly dif-
ficult to discern. Adding to the confusion
are the diverse organizations that do not
view or utilize application servers or portals
in the same way.

For instance, some companies may want
an application server that simply helps them
structure Web applications, control business
logic, and secure data. This is a small-scale
project and requires only minimal appserver
capabilities. Larger projects do require the
scalability inherent in application servers
but also potentially need personalization
features typically associated with portals.
Practically speaking, application servers
essentially have the capability to perform
everything needed for delivering what most
organizations are seeking through a portal —
the trade off is a small amount of pre-defined
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code for a great amount of flexibility. Many
organizations have successfully used the
appserver in this way.

In the same vein, often when people
speak about portals, they are referring to
business implication rather than technical
functionality. The word “portal” commonly
is used to describe the ability to combine
multiple views or applications within the
same personalization suite. To help clarify,
a true portal is an appserver running portal
software or applications, and an application
server is a system that provides the execu-
tion environment that is the foundation for
Web-based computing.

Because both the application server and
the portal contain shortcomings, providers
have begun making strides toward conver-
gence. Organizations now are considering
combining application servers and person-
alization/portal add-ons with custom code
to completely create the features needed. In
fact, a myriad of application servers now
boast a personalization server and a portal
server, respectively, in an attempt to create
more personalization features and the ability
to add and remove modules, portlets, or
gadgets to a page. Likewise, one vendor in
particular is enhancing its offering to allow
for more flexibility in creating custom
applications. This type of progress is
indicative of the gradual willingness for
organizations to develop custom apps in a
portal environment.

Application servers and portals both
can provide varying degrees of user man-
agement, though there remain variations
in the strengths and weaknesses of each.
However, because they do have a few
unique features, the most comprehensive
solution is a two-tiered approach that
combines both products.

THE RESULT: AN APPSERVER-
PORTAL MERGER

The deployment of an application server-
portal mix assists enterprises in aligning
critical business and technical strategies.
Enterprises seeking these solutions need to
closely examine what the organization and
specific objectives require. Identifying the
critical variables that are offered in each solu-
tion is imperative to determining whether a
stand alone or combined approach is needed.
Integral questions should consider require-
ments such as security, scalability, business
logic management, or database connectivity.

For instance, say an organizational project
manager recently implemented a Java appli-
cation using BEA’s WebLogic Application
Server only to learn that the organization
just approved a large budget for creating a
corporate-wide portal solution. At first it
may seem preferable to create a fully cus-
tomized portal within the BEA architecture,
but there are significant benefits to leveraging
the plug-and-play ability inherent in some
portal servers such as Plumtree. Using
Plumtree, an organization can integrate not
only the newly created BEA Web app, but
also the Exchange Server, Business Objects
reporting documents, mySAP, and
Documentum. All of this is possible when
using existing gadgets available from the
portal server.

Although combining application servers
with portals is quickly becoming a desirable
approach (and often, as in this example, is
the ideal approach), there remains the obsta-
cle of a significant front-end investment.
This cost is typically a combination of
deployment and administrative expenses. If
an organization already is licensed for a
portal product, then the recommended path
is to place a basic application server behind
it. If the portal vendor will be handling that
end of the spectrum, the site will need to
buy the personalization add-ons. For
example, this is the only reasonable route
for a portal project if the goal is to convert
legacy applications to the Web.

Ultimately, a combination of multiple
applications (those previously existing and
those recently created) into one view with
personalization is necessary for a super-
enterprise-Web-application. Currently, this
is only attainable with a talented technical
and business team coupled with a combina-
tion of features gleaned from appserver and
portal solutions. Future advancements
perhaps will make available a comprehensive,
single application that propels development
into its next phase.  
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