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Userland has pioneered a variety of technologies that have all one thing 
in common – making it easier for users to create, manage, and share 
content in a Web environment.  Their goal is embodied in Userland’s 
three main applications: Frontier, Radio, and Manila. 
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The Userland VisionThe Userland VisionThe Userland VisionThe Userland Vision    
 

While small in terms of business size, Userland has made big waves in its adoption and 
advancement of XML standards for content management. In particular, Userland’s CEO David 
Winer has made himself well known for evangelizing and developing the XML-RPC standard 
that was a precursor of the SOAP format for communications between applications running on 
heterogeneous systems. Userland has pioneered a variety of technologies that have all one 
thing in common – making it easier for users to create, manage, and share content in a Web 
environment. Their goal is embodied in Userland’s three main applications: Frontier, Radio, 
and Manila.   

 
Frontier: Content Development EnvironmentFrontier: Content Development EnvironmentFrontier: Content Development EnvironmentFrontier: Content Development Environment    
  

The Frontier application is a development environment whose primary use is for developing 
web applications. While this is a fairly broad description, individuals have used Frontier in 
many ways that require user interaction through web browsers, including such applications as 
automated software testing. The application has an integrated scripting system, multi-
threaded runtime object database, outline editing, and even a built-in web server. Many 
individuals have implemented Frontier in different ways, but its primary usage has been for 
content management. Manila, which is described later in this article, is a content 
management system that is based on Frontier, and as such, many of the Frontier purchasers 
are really looking for Manila functionality, but they are also buying the system for its built-in 
support for a number of major industry standards such as HTTP, XML-RPC, SOAP, RSS, and 
third-party support for WebDAV.  
  
As a web development and content management system, Frontier competes with everyone 
from Microsoft to Broadvision and Vignette. However, Frontier’s main selling point is that it is 
making content management available to people who can’t afford the more expensive and 
support-intensive Vignette or Broadvision approach. These applications are not practical for 
more small to medium sized organizations. Frontier is licensed on subscription-based, annual 
basis at $900. The system is focused at being developer friendly, but many people are 
involved in Frontier development without prior development experience. The scripting 
language within the product is called UserTalk, and has been under development for 13 
years. It is very similar to the C programming language, but is more loosely typed and is 
compiled at run-time.  
  
The final results of Frontier processing can be either rendered dynamically or result in a set of 
static pages for optimal efficiency. Frontier is often used in a multi-author website capacity, 
serving as a central point for content generation, management, and approval. However, don’t 
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let its size and cost fool you. It has been used to support many large, high-traffic sites 
including The Industry Standard’s main intranet page, and Scripting News main web site.  

  
Manila: XML Content Management FunctionalityManila: XML Content Management FunctionalityManila: XML Content Management FunctionalityManila: XML Content Management Functionality    
 

While Frontier serves as the basis for web site content management, Manila is the actual 
application that performs most of the functionality. It started out primarily as a browser-based 
content management system, and builds upon an object database that stores the various 
components of a web site. Originally people would edit the web sites in the database itself, 
but now users can edit their Manila-based websites using either the web browser interface or 
the XML-RPC and SOAP based editor, Radio. Described later in this article, Radio Userland 
provides a mechanism for remote content development and delivery as well as containing 
technologies such as an outliner.  
 
In addition to basic content management functionality, Manila contains major features in the 
area of membership and discussion groups. Manila can support complex discussion and 
membership requirements and allows for the discussion groups to be used as a “back-end 
editorial room” for situations where there are multiple writers and editors. This allows the 
various portions of a content development organization to have a round table and give 
feedback about the various parts of a web site. Manila comes with source code specific to the 
Frontier system for additional developer-friendliness. 
  
The membership and discussion is implemented in a middle tier between Manila and Frontier 
at the “Main Responder” level. Main Responder is a set of application functionality built on 
top of the Frontier website framework that provides an HTML rendering engine. All 
functionality and elements that is built on Manila or Responder share templates as a common 
element. A designer creates a HTML template, which allows a writer to focus on the content 
rather than the layout. In this manner, the website framework, and in turn Manila and Main 
Responder, separates design from content.  

 
Radio Userland: Content SyndicationRadio Userland: Content SyndicationRadio Userland: Content SyndicationRadio Userland: Content Syndication    
 

The final part of the three-legged stool is Radio Userland. It has been in existence for about a 
year, and another release is scheduled in the next few months. The main idea is “Content 
Management for the masses”. Growing out of Frontier, it produces a mechanism to create 
and update content on a periodic basis. The main idea is based on the content of a web log. 
An average news site has a bunch of stories, and each will have its own page, with some 
calendaring requirements for scheduling the articles and their appearance on the web site. 
Radio Userland provides a mechanism to feed this data while supporting a calendar and time-
based editing. Radio Userland can read news from RSS feeds as well as individual news 
submissions. These various news feeds are supplied to the website with editor approval and 
categorization. The content is then placed on the final web server for publication. Radio 
Userland systems can also produce its own news feeds for further news distribution. 
 
An outgrowth of Radio Userland is the XML storage system which provides a persistent means 
for storing XML data. The motivation for this development is  the fact that some users don’t 
have a full-time internet connection, but still wish to publish news feeds. The XML storage 
system provides a store for users to save their XML data, while an XML-RPC or SOAP interface 
provides a means to publish the data to the end system. This system also allows external data 
feeds such as RSS news feeds to be written as static feeds locally. This allows users to have a 
persistent data store of news information. However, this store is also smart about its data. As 
a news feed is received, the system can figure out all the users and systems that are 
subscribed to the feed so that the system can automatically update the correct portions of the 
various sites. The system uses a content-based notification scheme, which depending on 
notification method can notify a user of an update. 
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Support for StandardsSupport for StandardsSupport for StandardsSupport for Standards    
 
Even though the products developed by Userland are in a very competitive landscape, the 
idea is not merely to provide applications, but to push a philosophy embodied in each of these 
applications. This philosophy is that users own their data. Simple content management and 
community applications such as eGroups don’t provide a way for users to get their content 
back out once it has been submitted to the application. That information would disappear if 
the service was to go away. So, Userland has provided applications and a means for users to 
get their data out in an XML format. The idea is to build applications that leverage information 
in a standard manner, giving users the freedom to manipulate their data as they please. 
  
This philosophy is embodied in Userland’s commitment to open standards, and the ease by 
which its applications can be integrated with others. This is further enhanced by Userland’s 
support for protocols such as XML-RPC and SOAP. With over 30,000 Manila web sites 
currently in operation, XML-RPC is the most widely used XML-based inter-process 
communications protocol, beating out SOAP almost two to one. While Userland doesn’t see 
SOAP and XML-RPC necessarily as competing standards, SOAP has been extended for support 
of things like document support and intermediaries which XML-RPC has shied away from. 
Initial deployments of SOAP will be vendor-specific, and some implementations of specific 
portions of the spec may not be published. However, in support of its goal of open standards 
and ease of integration, the Userland set of products has been extended to support SOAP as 
an interoperability protocol.  

    
Key Conclusions & RecommendationsKey Conclusions & RecommendationsKey Conclusions & RecommendationsKey Conclusions & Recommendations    
 

• The Userland products compete with many Content Management systems such as 
those offered by Interwoven, Vignette, Documentum, and Broadvision. However 
Userland products are typically much simpler and lower cost.  

• The company’s support of standards helps to make the products open in nature and 
very accessible to developers and end-users alike. 

 
 
 

Profile: UserlandProfile: UserlandProfile: UserlandProfile: Userland    (September, 2001)    
Date Founded: 1988 
Funding: Privately-held 
CEO: Dave Winer  
President: John Robb 
Products: 

• Frontier 
• Manila 
• Radio 

Specifications: 
• XML-RPC 

Address: 
P.O. Box 1218 
Burlingame, CA 94011-1218 

URL: www.userland.com  
Main Phone: (650) 697-5263 
Contacts: 

Dave Winer dave@userland.com 
John Robb jrobb@userland.com 
Jake Savin jake@userland.com  
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About ZapThink, LLCAbout ZapThink, LLCAbout ZapThink, LLCAbout ZapThink, LLC    
 

ZapThink is an IT market intelligence firm that provides trusted advice and critical insight into 
XML, Web Services, and Service Orientation. We provide our target audience of IT vendors, 
service providers and end-users a clear roadmap for standards-based, loosely coupled 
distributed computing – a vision of IT meeting the needs of the agile business. 

ZapThink’s role is to help companies understand these IT products and services in the context 
of SOAs and the vision of Service Orientation. ZapThink provides market intelligence to IT 
vendors who offer XML and Web Services-based products to help them understand their 
competitive landscape and how to communicate their value proposition to their customers 
within the context of Service Orientation, and lay out their product roadmaps for the coming 
wave of Service Orientation. ZapThink also provides implementation intelligence to IT users 
who are seeking guidance and clarity into how to assemble the available products and 
services into a coherent roadmap to Service Orientation. Finally, ZapThink provides demand 
intelligence to IT vendors and service providers who must understand the needs of IT users as 
they follow the roadmap to Service Orientation. 

ZapThink’s senior analysts are widely regarded as the “go to analysts” for XML, Web Services, 
and SOAs by vendors, end-users, and the press. They are in great demand as speakers, and 
have presented at conferences and industry events around the world. They are among the 
most quoted industry analysts in the IT industry. 

ZapThink was founded in October 2000 and is headquartered in Waltham, Massachusetts. Its 
customers include Global 1000 firms, public sector organizations around the world, and many 
emerging businesses. ZapThink Analysts have years of experience in IT as well as research 
and analysis. Its analysts have previously been with such firms as IDC and ChannelWave, and 
have sat on the working group committees for standards bodies such as RosettaNet, UDDI, 
CPExchange, ebXML, EIDX, and CompTIA. 

Call, email, or visit the ZapThink Web site to learn more about how ZapThink can help you to 
better understand how XML and Web Services impact your business or organization. 
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