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Open source 
software

Software that is 
distributed with its 
source code available 
for modification.

Bespoke software Software that is 
specially developed 
for an organisation or 
identified end user.

Proprietary 
software/Off the 
shelf software

Proprietary software is 
software developed by 
a software development 
company. There are 
usually major restrictions 
on its use and users 
must purchase licences 
to be able to use the 
software.

• Open source software allows a community to 
develop to support the use of the software. 
The users have access to the source code 
and improvements are shared amongst them.

• Community development of the source 
code means that new concepts and features 
can be developed more quickly and more 
effectively than proprietary software. 

• Open source code can be more reliable due 
to the number of developers working on 
the code. This means that the code is well 
maintained and tends to be extremely robust.

Bespoke software is software that is developed 
for a specific organisation for a specific purpose 
rather than a package aimed at the market for a 
generic purpose.

The software takes into account the working 
practices of the client commissioning the 
software. The introduction of the new software 
should minimise disruption to businesses; it will 
not require changes in working practices or a 
major retraining of workers to use the software.

However, there are disadvantages to choosing 
to use bespoke software. The software 
development for a one-off system can take an 
extended period of time. These systems can 
be very expensive to develop as a team of 
developers will be required to work on this type 
of project. There will be limited support for the 
system compared with proprietary software.

Open source software is computer software in 
which the source code is released under license. 
This gives users the right to examine the 
source code, to modify the source code and to 
distribute the software to other people for any 
purpose.

Open source software is often developed in a 
collaborative manner with developers sharing 
knowledge and expertise.

It is important not to confuse open source 
software with free software. Open source 
software is often not free, although 
characteristics such as the ability to study and 
modify the code are the same.

Off-the-shelf software is ready made software that 
can be purchased, it usually suits a range of users. 
Office software or web-based communications 
software are examples of proprietary software.

• This software is initially cheaper than bespoke 
software as the end user does not have to fund 
development costs.

• Implementation of the software is faster as 
development time is not required.

• End users can research the software using 
reviews and advice from existing users.

• Updates and patches are usually provided for 
purchasers of the software to ensure security 
and the availability of additional features.

• Support for users will be available from the 
developers and from user groups.

• This software can be more expensive over time 
as there may be charges for upgrades.

• It can be inflexible; changes cannot be made 
if an organisation changes its practices or 
requirements.

• The purchaser has no control over changes 
made to the software by the developers.

• Over a period of time, the developers may 
remove support for the software.
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