
ELASTIC PATH 
COMMERCE 
VS.  
WEBSPHERE 
COMMERCE 9.0

COMPARISON GUIDE

A COMPREHENSIVE COMPARISON GUIDE FOR TECHNICAL DECISION-MAKERS 



IBM announced that on April 30, 2020, support for 
WebSphere Commerce 7.0. would end. It then was 
announced in early December 2018 that IBM sold it’s 
commerce software offerings to HCL Technologies 
leaving current customers reconsidering their options 
moving forward. These include moving to WebSphere 
Commerce 9.0 or choosing a different commerce 
platform altogether. The underlying technologies 
required to run WebSphere Commerce 9.0 are 
dramatically different from those required for WebSphere 
Commerce 7.0. Companies currently running version 7.0 
are going to have to make big changes whether they 
upgrade to WebSphere Commerce 9.0 or choose to 
move to a new platform.

This document compares and contrasts the major architectural, software and protocol choices of Elastic Path 
Commerce against WebSphere Commerce 9.0 Providing decision-makers with the information needed to 
make an informed decision on what platform will best support their needs. 
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API DESIGN
Elastic Path Cortex implements REST Level 3 principles, making complex front-end management of user state unnecessary. Developers 
don’t have to learn which steps come next as they would using WebSphere Commerce. Developer’s error is greatly reduced while 
creating front-end experiences because the Cortex API automatically returns all possible next actions. They simply can’t invoke 
something that isn’t in the right order or use the wrong parameters.
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REST LEVEL 1, 2

 ⊲ WebSphere Commerce’s REST layer adheres to 
level 1 and level 2 constraints

 ⊲ The legacy REST layer is extremely limited 
and requires users and developers to be 
knowledgeable about the APIs they invoke rather 
than simply consuming the API in an easily readable 
structure

 ⊲ WebSphere Commerce often requires the client to 
make several API calls. For example, developers 
who want to display product information must first 
determine the category ID, then make a REST call 
to retrieve the product under that category, then 
make subsequent REST calls to retrieve the product 
information. This can add tremendous overhead

REST LEVEL 3

 ⊲ Cortex was created using full REST Level 3 principles to ensure functionality

 ⊲ Elastic Path Commerce follows HATEOS (Hypermedia as Engine of State) REST infrastructure 
principles

 ⊲ Cortex links subsequent possible API calls in the response body of the service invoked, allowing 
the UI to automatically “understand” the next actions that may be performed given the current 
context

 ⊲ “Zooming” on elements in Cortex simplifies data retrieval and reduces the payload cost of the 
client-to-server interaction. Rather than making several calls to retrieve various pieces of product 
information (i.e. product list pages), a single call from the client with a zoom query will retrieve all 
necessary information

 ⊲ In addition to the base APIs, Cortex provides hypermedia controls to guide front-end developers. 
For example, “needinfo” controls pro-actively indicate the remaining information that must be 
completed prior to invoking an API action. In the case of checkout, there are “needinfo” controls 
for email, billing address, shipping address and shipping options that are dynamically populated 
based on business context. Projects can easily add new controls to project custom business rules 
through the API. Pro-active guidance mechanisms improve efficiency, reduce errors, and help QA 
engineers find more complex problems.
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Requests for products in WebSphere Commerce require 
clients to request products with query parameters for 
pagination. The UI has to maintain the level of pagination 
currently presented to each shopper

WEBSPHERE COMMERCE
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Cortex eliminates the need for the front-end to maintain 
browsing state by returning the URL for the “list of 
next products” in a pagination call, given the required 
parameters when fetching product data. With Cortex 
Studio, developers can easily identify the request/
response requirements for API design and step through 
the flow in the highlighted hyperlinks while coding. 
This removes any guesswork about how an API would 
behave.

ELASTIC PATH CORTEX
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FRONT-END-DEPENDENT DEVELOPMENT

 ⊲ Although WebSphere Commerce’s APIs 
may return potential URLs to invoke 
to retrieve additional information in 
the service response, they are not 
necessarily the next flow that should be 
invoked. 

 ⊲ Returned URLs provide product 
information but are not available 
for cases where it’s necessary. It is 
therefore not possible to perform a 
guided checkout flow strictly using the 
WebSphere Commerce REST APIs. The 
chaining through the checkout requires 
the UI to “understand” what the steps to 
invoke should be.

 ⊲ WebSphere Commerce’s Aurora 
storefront compensates for tasks the 
APIs cannot perform. The APIs are 
unable to show what the next possible 
service calls should be. Each front-end 
must pre-determine the flow with its own 
unique script, a consequence of not 
conforming to REST level 3 constraints.

 ⊲ Adding product information to a 3rd 
party CMS is complicated and requires 
significant investment because the 
storefront contains business logic. 

HEADLESS DEVELOPMENT

 ⊲ Elastic Path Commerce’s platform 
allows developers to define any action 
through a headless operation without 
needing to consider the front-end UI.

 ⊲ Cortex does all the heavy lifting in 
managing a shopper’s states, product 
information, state of retrieving data, 
etc., eliminating any need for the client 
UI to manage the customer’s state 
independently of the server or API 
state.

 ⊲ Developing a front-end application that 
calls Cortex is easy because the UI 
only needs to know who the customer 
is and which calls to invoke on behalf 
of that customer.

 ⊲ Cortex will return a URL for the next 
best step in the checkout flow, taking 
the state management away from the 
UI or client. This means that every UI 
can process the same script, making 
development faster and easier. Little 
work is required to get a new client up 
and running.
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In order to add an item to the cart, WebSphere requires 
the order ID sent in the request parameters along with 
the items to be added to the cart.
If the request is successful, the server just responds 
back with same order ID in response. No other useful 
information such as item count in cart or next possible 
flow URLs are provided in the response. The onus is on 
the front-end to remember and increment the item count 
in the UI based on the response code or request the 
updated cart info from the server using a second get-cart 
call.

WEBSPHERE COMMERCE 

8

Elastic Path Commerce vs Websphere Commerce Comparison Guide



Cortex Studio allows developers to add to cart as a guest 
or as an authenticated registered shopper to simulate 
real API requests and responses.

Simple add to cart scenarios involve simply providing the quantity to be added.

ELASTIC PATH CORTEX
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In more complex scenarios, such as the gift certificate in the example below, Cortex specifies all fields 
that need to be completed to add an item to the cart.
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WebSphere Commerce and Elastic Path differ in a 
couple of key areas. Both offer an API-driven approach 
to development, but the WebSphere Commerce 
architecture requires a significant amount of logic to be 
included in the front-end before it can be fully delivered 
to the end user.

Elastic Path’s approach encapsulates the business 
logic entirely in the API and allows transactions to 
occur without the “glue” of the traditional front-end. 
This provides the ability to provide multiple front-end 
touchpoints such as mobile, desktop, etc. without having 
to replicate the business logic.

Despite existing REST API for WebSphere Commerce, 
most of the implementation relies heavily on JSP 
layers to represent web content. This limits the ability 
to use modern front-end technologies to use overall 
architectures of the commerce platform.

On the physical infrastructure side Elastic Path provides 
an entire information architecture for deployment, while 
IBM leaves a myriad of decisions up to the deployment 
team to determine how to lay out the application. 
Additionally, Elastic Path includes a bootstrap CI/CD 
environment to get a development team up and running; 
while IBM leaves development teams left to fend for 
themselves.

ARCHITECTURE
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WEBSPHERE COMMERCE 9.0 IS 
DIVIDED BETWEEN VARIOUS SERVICES, 
INCLUDING:

 ⊲ Transaction Service (running on 
WebSphere)

 ⊲ Search Service (running on WebSphere 
Liberty)

 ⊲ DB2 Database

 ⊲ xC Service (running on WebSphere 
Liberty)

 ⊲ Store service (running on WebSphere 
Liberty)

WEBSPHERE COMMERCE SERVERS ARE 
INTERDEPENDENT AND CUSTOMIZABLE 
ONLY AT CERTAIN LEVELS.

 ⊲ Transaction Server contains all the 
commerce business logic, data cache 
layer, context management, legacy 
service architecture, etc. 

 ⊲ Search Server contains the Solr engine 
wrapped in WebSphere Commerce 
code. 

 ⊲ Externalized Customization Server (xC 
Server) can invoke custom logic via Java 
code that customers may want to use 
during API calls before adding a product 
to cart, immediately after checkout, 
when adding a promotion to cart, etc. 
Transaction and Search Servers both 
provide extension points which will call 
out to the xC Server, and they’re the 
only ones that connect to the database. 

 ⊲ The Store Service is a separate 
application tier serving a front-end UI 
built with JSPs that invoke REST services 
on both the Transaction and Search 
Servers.
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ELASTIC PATH COMMERCE 
STREAMLINES SERVICES, INCLUDING:

 ⊲ Cortex (API layer + Core Commerce 
running on Apache Tomcat)

 ⊲ Commerce Manager (admin UI running 
on Apache Tomcat)

 ⊲ Search (running on Apache Tomcat)

 ⊲ Integration Server (running on Apache 
Tomcat)

 ⊲ Active MQ (message broker running 
on Apache Tomcat or Amazon MQ 
service)

 ⊲ Aurora or MySQL Database

 ⊲ Front-end store

ELASTIC PATH COMMERCE SERVICES 
ARE DIVIDED BETWEEN USAGE. 
SOME ARE INDEPENDENT UNLESS 
REQUIRED FOR CUSTOMIZATION OR 
IMPLEMENTATIONS.
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WEBSPHERE AND LIBERTY

 ⊲ WebSphere Commerce is built on the traditional 
WebSphere Application Server(WAS) and 
WebSphere Liberty, both of which require IBM Java 
for WebSphere Commerce.

 ⊲ The WebSphere Commerce platform runs the 
heaviest server (Transaction Server) solely on 
WAS in a black-box approach. This is the largest 
“micro” engine and the slowest due to performance 
losses with WAS. WAS also has dynamic scalability 
limitations with the Tx server.

APACHE TOMCAT

 ⊲ Elastic Path Commerce runs on Apache Tomcat, the most popular Java Application server. The 
support, life, and portability of codebases deployed to Apache Tomcat are more future proof than 
closed applications that rely on the proprietary services in WAS. It’s also easier and cheaper to find 
developers with Apache Tomcat experience.

 ⊲ Elastic Path Commerce is lightweight to deploy, easy to configure, and uses open source code, 
enabling it to run on other platforms such as Amazon Web Services.

 ⊲ Running Elastic Path Commerce on Apache Tomcat ensures the platform is lighter and more 
flexible for future implementations.

APPLICATION SERVER
The Liberty application server is a good deployment choice for many Java applications. However, not all the pieces of WebSphere 
Commerce run on Liberty. In fact, the Transaction Server which contains all the commerce logic--including orders, promotions, and 
merchandising--runs on *classic* WebSphere Application Server (*WAS full profile*). WAS is 20 years old now, and while that doesn’t 
make running on WAS a bad choice, it does make it more expensive because few developers know how to use it anymore. Apache 
Tomcat is more widely used, so it is easier to find experienced developers at a lower cost.

Elastic Path chose to use Apache Tomcat for the application server for the following reasons:

 ⊲ Flexibility, developers can use the IDE of their choice 

 ⊲ Fast server restart times save many hours of development

SOFTWARE

WEBSPHERE COMMERCE ELASTIC PATH COMMERCE
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DB2 AND ORACLE

 ⊲ WebSphere Commerce currently supports DB2 and 
Oracle, with the latter requiring additional licenses 
and support contracts.

 ⊲ Since WebSpere Commerce is only supported 
on DB2, its SaaS solution requires a form of DB2 
available on the cloud or hosted on a VM.

 ⊲ DB2 is more than 40 years old, heavy, and uses 
stored procedures.

 PROVISIONING

 ⊲ WebSphere Commerce uses Dataload to load 
catalog, user, store, and promotion data through 
structured .csv and .xml files. Although the concept 
of loading .csv files for data is a common practice, 
the entire Dataload concept is developed in-
house specifically for the WebSphere Commerce 
product. Dataload maintains the database state 
independently and is interacted with using scripts.

 ⊲ Dataload works for some common objects out of 
the box, but not all. To load other data, you need to 
create new configurations following IBM’s process.

DATABASE AGNOSTIC

 ⊲ Elastic Path Commerce is database agnostic. Using OpenJPA and Liquibase means the application 
is not tied to a specific RDBMS, though officially Elastic Path supports Aurora, MySQL, Oracle, and 
MSSQL.

 ⊲ These databases are lighter weight than DB2 and supported by cloud providers. DB2 admins are 
expensive, and Aurora/MySQL developers and admins are easier to find.

PROVISIONING

 ⊲ Elastic Path Commerce manages database changes using Liquibase, an open source database 
version control system.

 ⊲ Propagating schema changes, system configuration and test data between environments is fully 
automated by the Elastic Path Data Population tool. No manual intervention is required when 
deploying database changes to new environments.

 ⊲ The Import/Export tool supports all database objects except for transactional orders, including 
system configuration settings.

 ⊲ Import/Export can be deployed to automatically import data that is uploaded to a pre-defined 
location, providing a general-purpose mechanism for processing data from external systems.  
Unlike Dataload for WebSphere Commerce, no special configuration is required for each new data 
type.

DATABASE
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IBM has limited where customizations can be made, 
therefore depending on which version of WebSphere 
Commerce it is, customers may not be able to change 
certain parts of the product. Elastic Path’s source 
code is available to customers, but the best practice 
is to leave it unaltered. Customizations are made in a 
unified development environment, meaning they are 
packaged into a single deployment pusher package with 
a predefined structure using a continuous integration 
pipeline.

With IBM, developers who need to change business logic 
that may impact store/search/order will require multiple 
environments for development purposes. Because 
Elastic Path presents a single, unified development 
environment, customizations can more easily be made 
in Elastic Path. In addition, because business logic 
customizations are not coupled to front-end logic, 
they only need to be altered once in the development 
environment in order for any front end to “understand” 
how to handle them.

CUSTOMIZATION
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BUSINESS LOGIC CUSTOMIZATIONS

 ⊲ Business logic is customized using the 
extension point approach. Extension 
points are not available for all features 
and functions, hence there are 
limitations around which features can 
and cannot be customized.

 ⊲ The underlying persistence APIs can 
be customized with new JPA entities. 
Custom controllers can read entities to 
be consumed by custom REST services. 

 ⊲ The Commerce Management Center 
UI can be customized to expose new 
properties introduced by custom 
entities. However, this means you need 
to customize the TX server, which will 
add limitations to the upgrade page.

DATABASE CUSTOMIZATIONS

 ⊲ Custom tables and columns can be 
inserted into the database, and values 
can be retrieved if desired using custom 
entities.

BUSINESS LOGIC CUSTOMIZATIONS

 ⊲ Cortex can customized by adding new 
hypermedia resources or by modifying 
the behavior of existing resources by 
overriding existing Java beans.

 ⊲ Core Commerce allows for new or 
overriding Java beans to be configured 
through Spring wiring. There are no 
limitations to which features can be 
customized.

 ⊲ The Commerce Manager UI is 
customizable. Custom properties, new 
table UIs, and other widgets can be 
created.

DATABASE CUSTOMIZATIONS

 ⊲ Database schema customizations 
are defined through Liquibase, which 
acts as version control for database 
changes. Propagation of schema 
changes between environments is fully 
automated by the Elastic Path Data 
Population tool. No manual intervention 
is required when deploying database 
changes to new environments. This 
makes schema change management 
much easier than working directly with 
database customization through SQL 
statements.

 ⊲ OpenJPA provides flexible 
mechanisms to extend existing domain 
classes to reflect underlying schema 
changes.
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STOREFRONT CUSTOMIZATIONS

 ⊲ Because storefront customizations are 
tightly coupled to the other services, 
they must be made on a per storefront 
basis. 

 ⊲ Business logic changes must be 
programmed into every front end. 

 ⊲ Storefront customizations can be 
made from the UI and have executable 
Java code for custom JSTL tags and 
additional business logic as part of the 
UI flow.

 ⊲ Storefront customizations require cache 
infrastructure separate from the data 
cache layer on the Transaction Server 
in order to cache the displayed UI 
components.

 ⊲ CMC also allows for UI development 
through creating and adding UI code 
snippets (HTML, JS, CSS) as e-marketing 
spots for the storefront. To leverage this 
capability, the widgets must be available 
in the in CMC, and the storefront used 
MUST be built on the sample Aurora 
storefront shipped with WebSphere 
Commerce.

THIRD-PARTY INTEGRATIONS

 ⊲ Developers create custom Java code 
on a separate server, register it with the 
Transaction and Search Servers in the 
database, after which they’ll be invoked 
on very defined shopper flows.

 ⊲ Payment gateway customizations can 
be made with this server through an 
external customization.

STOREFRONT CUSTOMIZATIONS

 ⊲ Elastic Path Commerce is entirely 
headless.

 ⊲ Storefront UX and UI customizations 
can be made and deployed 
independently of underlying business 
logic, providing increased business 
agility.

Changes to underlying business logic are 
projected to every frontend, reducing the effort 
and risk to rollout business changes to multiple 
frontends.

THIRD-PARTY INTEGRATIONS

 ⊲ Elastic Path provides pre-defined Server 
Provider Interfaces (SPIs) to developing 
plugins for external service providers, 
such as payments, tax calculation and 
shipping calculation

 ⊲ Apache Camel provides a flexible 
framework for implementing custom 
back-end integrations via asynchronous 
message or any other Camel-supported 
channel.
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Deployment of WebSphere Commerce V9 is very tedious 
and the instructions are very difficult to follow and heavily 
focused on IBM Cloud Private (ICP). They also instruct on 
“building” docker images in order to deploy as opposed 
to deploying docker images that have already been 
downloaded and configure the containers during startup 
as needed. 

Whereas Elastic Path has CloudOps tooling for AWS 
and Azure that fully automates the creation of team 
environments, test environments and production-like 
environments incorporating Elastic Path best practices 
and tested architectures.

DEPLOYMENT AND DEVOPS
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DEPLOYMENT

 ⊲ WebSphere Commerce can be 
deployed standalone on-premise or in 
the cloud. 

 ⊲ Services run on the IBM SoftLayer 
platform. Managed hosting and Digital 
Commerce are sold as separate 
products.

 ⊲ Although WebSphere Commerce 
provides a high-level guide regarding 
how to run in the cloud, it does not offer 
a version native to AWS or other cloud 
services for rapid deployment.

DEVOPS

 ⊲ For IT departments contemplating 
the move to WebSphere Commerce 
9.0, one of the big questions is how 
to manage the new requirement for 
DevOps. While 9.0 is containerized in 
Docker, there is no tooling for DevOps 
purposes.

DEPLOYMENT

 ⊲ Elastic Path Commerce can be 
deployed on-premise, through 
managed hosting, or in the cloud on 
Amazon Web Services or Azure

 ⊲ Elastic Path CloudOps accelerates 
environment set-up on AWS and 
Azure, and takes advantage of 
advanced cloud services, including 
auto-scaling, load balancing, container 
services, networking, and managed 
databases.

DEVOPS

 ⊲ Elastic Path CloudOps stands up a 
compete continuous integration and 
delivery (CI/CD) pipeline to streamline 
development, testing and delivery of 
changes. This improves code quality 
and eliminates daily build bottlenecks.

 ⊲ Consistent environments can be 
created for development, testing, 
staging, and production use to reduce 
the risk of failure and accelerate time 
to market.
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In WebSphere Commerce, developers select a business 
model to deploy. Depending on the business model, 
this places certain constraints on the catalog structure, 
using either a catalog inheritance model or a supplier 
marketplace model that shows an aggregated catalog. 
The two cannot be mixed together.

Therefore, if a company sells products from multiple 
brands, there are advantages to using Elastic 
Path Commerce over WebSphere. For example, 
LargeMultiBrandStore could use a single instance of 
Elastic Path Commerce and provide supplier brand 
managers with access to their own catalog, which 
then automatically populates LargeMultiBrandStore’s 
master catalog with new product, pricing, and 
promotional information. Each brand that works with 
LargeMultiBrandStore manages their own catalog, and 
the LargeMultiBrandStore populates virtual catalogs for 
localization purposes.

LargeMultiBrandStore can also show its own products 
in its own virtual catalog, and individual supplier 
brand managers can have their own store serve 
up their local catalog plus virtual catalogs that the 
LargeMultiBrandStore wants to expose to their dealers.

Elastic Path’s catalog model is flexible and less stringent 
than that of WCS. WCS does not allow product sharing 
across master catalogs unless the store relationships 
are modified in the underlying store relation tables 
in the database and doing this will require additional 
customization to ensure CMC works correctly.

CATALOG APPROACH
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CATALOG ASSET STORE INHERITANCE 
AND SALES CATALOG 

 ⊲ WebSphere Commerce uses a catalog 
inheritance model where all products 
are stored in a single master catalog, 
and individual extended sites can 
selectively inherit products from it 
through Catalog Filters.

 ⊲ Similarly, a sales catalog can be created 
in WebSphere Commerce consisting 
of various categories and products 
from the master catalog for a store 
to use. Since WebSphere Commerce 
only allows one master catalog per 
store, sales catalogs are used to create 
multiple navigational views of the SAME 
catalog.

 ⊲ A sales catalog is only for navigational 
purposes. Therefore, catalog related 
objects (SKUs, products, price, attributes) 
are not updatable in sales catalogs.

 ⊲ If a company wants to merge products 
from another company with its own 
offerings, it would have to manually 
import to the master catalog when the 
other company’s catalog changed.

VIRTUAL CATALOGS

 ⊲ Elastic Path Commerce uses 
virtual catalogs, which are similar 
to WebSphere Commerce’s sales 
catalogs in that products and 
categories may be taken from the 
master catalog and merged into a 
virtual catalog used by a store.

 ⊲ The difference is that any virtual 
catalog can pull products from any 
other catalog, including the master 
catalog. 

 ⊲ Because there are no relationships 
between stores, you can mix 
information from master catalogs with 
virtual catalogs, and vice versa.

 ⊲ Products are tied to categories in 
master catalogs. Virtual catalogs can 
be associated with stores and contain 
linked categories linking to *any 
number* of master catalogs. In those 
linked categories, you can exclude 
products from the master category. You 
can also create new virtual categories 
with an arbitrary set of products from 
any master catalog.

 ⊲ A virtual catalog is not just a view into 
the master catalog. Merchandizing 
can also change the way products are 
presented, helping with localization 
of languages, pricing, and promotion. 
Changes to the virtual catalog have no 
impact on the master catalog.
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WEBSPHERE COMMERCE 
CATALOG 1-TO-N MAPPING
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ELASTIC PATH COMMERCE 
CATALOG N-TO-N MAPPING
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ABOUT ELASTIC PATH

Elastic Path defined the future of commerce by pioneering the world’s leading API-based enterprise 
commerce solution. The company’s flagship product, Elastic Path® Commerce, has helped the world’s top 
brands generate more than $60 billion in more than 170 countries. Customers from industries as diverse 
as travel, telecoms, publishing, software, and retail enjoy the benefits of a flexible, open architecture that 
monetizes brand-defining customer experiences, facilitates business agility, and eliminates commerce 
system silos. Elastic Path is a private company based in Vancouver, Canada, with offices in the UK and US.

Schedule an expert review of your deployment:

Phone: +1 (604) 408 8078

Email: info@elasticpath.com

CONSIDERING A MOVE FROM 
IBM WEBSPHERE COMMERCE TO 
ELASTIC PATH COMMERCE?

For more information

www.elasticpath.com

North America toll-free: +1 (800) 942 5282
Europe: +44 1189 255 854
Worldwide: +1 (604) 408 8078
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