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WHAT IS A PORTAL?

WEB PLATFORM
A portal is generally defined as a software platform for building websites and web 

applications. Modern portals have added multiple features that make them the best 

choice for a wide array of web applications. Some common uses for a portal include:

•	websites that require availability of different pages depending on a user’s login status 

(i.e., whether the user is logged in or not).

•	websites that require availability of different pages depending on a user’s role.

•	websites that require the integration of multiple existing web applications into  

a single web page.

•	websites that allow groups of individuals to collaborate through applications, 

on content, or with documents. 

In the last decade, several portal server products have been released to the market,  

all of which have provided basic features to simplify the building of websites.
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BUILD GADGETS, PORTLETS, PAGES, THEMES, NAVIGATION AND WEB SITES

As a web platform, portals allow users to easily build, leverage, and manage: gadgets, 

portlets, web pages, and websites. Gadgets and portlets are portions of a web page 

that may be a complete application (calendar view) or may work in conjunction with 

others (catalog list or view of a specific catalog item). Portal platforms provide tools and 

resources to simplify 

the development of 

these portlets and 

applications, as well 

as their use in web 

pages and websites. 

Portals also provide 

a method to simplify 

the development of 

a page theme, which 

can be used across 

multiple web pages. 

Websites combine a theme (the common look and feel across an entire website or web 

application), a set of pages (which could each be a tab or link on the main website), 

navigation (menu bar, tabs, links, etc.), and a set of portlets and gadgets. Portals are 

essential in helping to simplify the development and management of each element.

ANONYMOUS PAGES AND AUTHENTICATED PAGES

Many websites are designed to provide a set  

of pages for any type of site user, plus additional 

pages once a user logs into the system. For example,  

a bank website may feature a set of pages describing 

its services, special offers, and contact information 

that are accessible to all; upon customer login, 

however, additional pages may be available such  

as pages that include account information or  

access to bill payer information. Portals simplify  

the development of websites that require this  

type of layout.

ROLE-BASED CONTENT DELIVERY

Portals additionally allow web pages and services to be made available to users based 

on their role. For instance, a bank website may feature anonymous and authenticated 

(logged-in) pages but can additionally have different pages available for various 

customer types. A standard account can have basic services and pages, while business 

customers can have additional pages defined. The portal simplifies this configuration  

by separating the definition of roles and the pages. The portal developer adds all 

services to the portal, the portal administrator specifies which pages and services 
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are available for each role, and a user account manager specifies which role a person is 

within. Since the definition of what services are available to each role and the roles that 

each user is assigned to changes frequently, a portal server provides the best choice for 

developing a website.
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COMMUNITY PAGES

Early portals allow both authenticated and anonymous pages, but later portals also  

have the capability of providing role-based content delivery. Regardless, both types 

of pages are defined by portal 

administrators and developers.  

New portals also allow individuals  

to create community pages  

and content, which permits the  

portal  to serve as a site to both 

administrator and collaborative  

user to share information.

MULTIPLE LANGUAGES, MULTIPLE PLATFORMS

Once it is developed, a website may need to be made 

available in multiple languages and from multiple 

platforms (e.g., smart phones, tablets). The portal 

provides a method to simplify the development and 

management of pages for each type of end user. 

WEB CONTENT MANAGEMENT SYSTEM
Modern portals include a full workflow enabled web content management system. 

Websites consist of a theme, pages, and portlets. Portlets can be strictly applications, or 

they can include content such as text and images. Many portal websites include a great 

deal of content that requires regular update. These updates are often accomplished by 

non-technical content contributors and need to be approved by content approvers in a 

workflow approval process. Portals today include the web content management features 

that simplify the update and approval of web content within the portal.
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EASY UPDATES WITH ROLE-BASED APPROVALS

Portals with web content management included allow non-developers a method to 

easily create and update content within the portal. An example of a portlet can be an 

advertisement on the side of a portal page. This advertisement could include a larger 

graphic image with an associated web link. If a change to the link is required, a portal 

content contributor should be ableto log in, edit the link, and save the changes.  

If the individual is not approved to publish content changes without review, the system 

will route the update to a content approver. 

In addition, the web content management system 

can simplify the process of adding new content to 

a website. A non-developer should be able to easily 

add new content elements (e.g., news article) 

and design where the element is positioned on the 

page. The Web CMS facilitates website updates 

and permits groups of individuals to participate in 

creating and approving content.

DOCUMENT REPOSITORY

Portals can serve as a repository for documents. Similar to content, documents can  

be added to the repository and made available through the web interface or website.  

For example, individuals can publish documents into a central repository and have 

them be made available to portal users in a central library upon their login. As a result, 

individuals would gain access or collaborative rights for documents. 

INTEGRATION PLATFORM
One of the early portal uses was to integrate various existing applications into a single 

unified user experience. Portals enabled enterprises to pull together information and 

applications into one website where users—based on role—would have quick access to  

all content specific to their role. One of the main aspects of a portal is modular layout. 

Since a portal page features a theme, 

page, set of portlets, and layout for 

the portlets, it is easy to add new, 

multiple applications over time into  

a single web experience. Integration 

tools, methodologies and prebuilt 

integrations are available to portal 

server developers.
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UI INTEGRATION PLATFORM

Enterprises often have a very large number of websites and web applications that 

individual users regularly access. One method to improve the user experience and 

improve overall user productivity is to aggregate these various existing websites and 

applications into a single portal. 

Common examples include HR or 

Partner portals. In each, the users have 

several applications aggregated into 

one or more pages. An HR portal may 

include a main page with information 

on recent news; a set of links to each 

HR application like expense reporting, 

benefits elections, and PTO; and 

integrations to some applications such 

as a portlet that  displays alerts from a 

different system (e.g., alerts from benefits application). The portal should provide a simple 

method to aggregate content to various other applications and allow “single-sign-on” to 

those back-end systems so that when a person clicks on the link in the portal it opens the 

back-end application without requiring the user to re-login.

ENTERPRISE INTEGRATION PLATFORM

Integrations may also include external systems. 

ERP systems are often integrated into a portal 

dashboard, showing status and alerts. Rather than 

a link to each system, a portal would include one 

or more portlets showing data from the back-end 

system. The portal should provide development 

methods and tools to simplify the integration.

SITE INTEGRATION PLATFORM

Additionally, portals can integrate various web sites into a single unified website.  

For example, an enterprise may have an anonymous website, customer website,  

partner website, employee website. A portal allows an enterprise to integrate all  

of these websites into a single web site. The sites can have the same look and feel,  

or they can be varied to allow users to recognize which site they are using. They can  

all possess the same login or different logins based on access level. It is also possible  

for each site to host a single URL or manage the access to each through different  

URLs, with pages perhaps separated by slashes like www.company.com/customer,  

www.company.com/partner, and so forth.
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COLLABORATION PLATFORM
Collaboration features for teams of various sizes are possible through modern portals. 

Portal servers can include a set of features such as wikis, blogs, forums, internal 

messaging, presence, document sharing, communities, and task management.  

The modularity of a portal server and the portal ability to provide role-based access 

to services provide an excellent platform for implementing a set of collaboration 

servicesfor teams and organizations.

TEAM COLLABORATION

The portal ability to allow individuals to create their own communities empowers teams 

to create a web area and assign a set of collaborative tools (blog, wiki, calendar, tasks, 

alerts, etc.) to the group. An individual can create or join one or more communities and 

organize all collaboration within that community. For example, a team assigned on a new 

engineering design can leverage a single community to share docs, tasks, and events. 

Their community could be closed during development, allowing the team to collaborate. 

Once their project is complete, they can reopen the community so that all resources can 

be found through a search by others.
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ORGANIZATIONAL COLLABORATION

Portals are also capable of supporting an entire enterprise for collaboration. As various 

collaboration tools are implemented, they can be made available to teams through  

the portal’s modular design 

capability (i.e., add an additional 

portlet to the system and make 

available to community owners).  

As teams collaborate, they input 

a wide range of resources that 

can be leveraged by other teams 

throughout the enterprise.
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SOCIAL COLLABORATION

Although teams can be formed by formal organizational roles, they can also be formed 

by informal roles. Portals enable these teams to join together to work on areas of interest. 

For example, a team of experts in various areas of a company can “friend” each other  

and track various projects they are working on individually. Furthermore, they can come 

together and form their own ad hoc community for a specific project. Social features 

such as social equity, rating, friending, presence, internal messaging, and friend activity  

walls allow these informal teams to easily collaborate.

SOCIAL COLLAB SITE
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SOCIAL APPLICATIONS PLATFORM
Liferay Portal provides an excellent platform for building web applications, websites, and 

portals, but it can additionally be used for a new category of web applications called 

“social applications.” The definition is simple: a social application is a web application that 

additionally leverages social identity, data, and features or services. In the bottom figure, 

the light blue squares represent a definition of a standard web application while the 

darker blue squares show the addition of social aspects.
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First (center, previous image), a standard web application consists of a user interface 

built to access application logic. Second (left), web applications are often influenced by 

a formal identity policy. Third (bottom), applications will have access to data that they 

store or is specific to the current user. Lastly (right), web applications are often built 

to interface with external services and are built using external systems as part of the 

business logic.

Nearly any web application can also be built as a social application, increasing the 

productivity of users. Liferay has several key features to implement social applications.

LEVERAGING SOCIAL IDENTITY BY ADDING IT TO FORMAL IDENTITY
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Enterprises often implement an enterprise-wide systems architecture that simplifies 

access management. Applications are defined to access user identity from a central 

repository, while Identity Management software is used to update this information. This 

type of architecture simplifies the management of a large and changing number of users 

that are accessing an equally large and changing number of applications. It also allows 

auditing and compliance as all accounts are centrally managed and all access can be 

centrally audited.

The top diagram on the previous page shows how Bob Smith is identified by both his 

formal and social identities. He has a formal identity that states his membership in the 

Engineering Organization, Core Engineering Team, Project X Group; plus, he has the 

additional role of Manager. This formal identity is defined by policy, implemented by 

people administrators, and is often regulated by SOX compliance.
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Standard web applications can be developed to leverage a formal identity with several 

methods (e.g., simple access control, node specific access control, role-based content 

delivery, or even workflow access). However, users can be identified by more than their 

formal, defined-from-the-top-down identity—they can also be identified by their social 

identity. “Social identity” is the definition given to an individual’s self-identified friends 

and groups or communities. Social applications also leverage a person’s social identity 

in several methods (e.g., activity streams, subgrouping, grant access control, restrict 

access control, and delegation). In the left graphic, Bob can access a social collaboration 

site, which knows he has a friend network that is different from Steve’s and Joe’s friend 

networks. Activities and applications would be available to others in Bob’s friend network 

if he grants them access, in which case all would be permitted to use the applications and 

content. While the community itself is a social application, applications available in the 

community can also be social applications depending on their data scope (see below).
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LEVERAGING SOCIAL DATA BY EXPANDING DATA SCOPE
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A social application is often designed to have a data scope that is broader or more 

restricted based on an individual’s social identity. In the diagram, the left application is  

a standard web application while the one on the right represents a social application.  

The standard web application has application data, but Bob can only see the application 

data associated with himself. For example, a calendar application would allow Bob to 

create events that he can see; however, Steve cannot see Bob’s events and vice versa.  

If Bob is accessing a social application, he can see data that is specific to himself as well 

as information that is specific to all members in Project Y. For instance, a team calendar 

would allow all members to create events and enable individuals to see events created by 

all members. Expanding data scope allows a self-defined group of individuals to work on 

an application either as a team or as individuals.

LEVERAGING EXISTING SOCIAL FEATURES AND SERVICES 

IN SOCIAL APPLICATIONS

Social applications can be developed using existing social features or services available 

in a social application platform. For example, a social application could include an 

existing shared document library, RSS subscription service, or wiki. Liferay provides many 

applications/features with collaborative capabilities and can be combined into the use 

case for the application in development. These services can be grouped into categories 

as shown on the next page. More than simply adding links, each can become a service 

within a social application. A portal’s ability to build an application from a set of modules, 

where features are grouped into one or more web pages, helps to make the application 

customizable while simplifying the growth of the application’s feature set over time.
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COLLABORATION SERVICES
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LIFERAY AS AN OPENSOCIAL CONTAINER

Social applications can each implement their own social repository or leverage a 

centralized repository for social identity. Liferay 6.0 implements OpenSocial, which 

defines both a method to run gadgets and widgets as well as a common method to store 

and access social identity. This allows enterprises to use Liferay as an authoritative source 

for social identity information. A single Liferay installation in an enterprise allows users 

to create a profile page, develop a friend network, create and manage new communities 

or join other communities. This repository of social data can then be used by other 

applications installed into the same Liferay portal.

PROJECT X PROJECT Y BOB’S PROFILE

Friends Project Z

Project Y

Bob’s Friend Networks

LIFERAY PORTAL



WWW.LIFERAY.COM

WHAT IS A PORTAL?

LIFERAY AS A CENTRALIZED SOCIAL IDENTITY REPOSITORY

Additionally, because Liferay leverages the OpenSocial standard, and because Liferay 

externalizes the definition of the friend network, a single Liferay implementation can 

be leveraged as the master repository for social networking data as shown in the 

bottom image. Applications that also support OpenSocial can point at this Liferay 

implementation and leverage its master social identity repository. Enterprises that 

implement this method will be able to develop a single IdM repository for social data, 

enabling a single source for collaborative definitions (and auditing).
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