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The next evolution of the open-source content management 
system (CMS), Drupal 9 builds on what already exists while laying 
the foundation for future upgrades. This update is faster with better 
performance and a cleaner code base—and that’s just the beginning 
of what makes this update worth the upgrade.  

And with the introduction of Drupal 9 came news that an earlier 
version of the popular content management system was reaching the 
end of the road. By November 2022, Drupal 7 will reach end of life 
status. This means security updates and Drupal community support 
will come to an end. This could cause issues for a website that hasn’t 
been upgraded, leaving it outdated and vulnerable to security risks.

1 Usage statistics for Drupal core. Drupal. (n.d.).  
Retrieved from https://www.drupal.org/project/usage/drupal. 

If your site is still running on Drupal 7, now is a great time to 
develop your Drupal 9 upgrade game-plan… because this isn’t just 
any upgrade. The shift from Drupal 7 to Drupal 9 is significant—with 
significant pitfalls to avoid and opportunities to seize. That is why 
it is crucial to develop a multidimensional strategy with a team that 
has the right experience and expertise.

In this white paper, we will cover some of the potential challenges, 
solutions and benefits that come with upgrading to Drupal 9, 
including strategies for migrating your content. 
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In 2020, Drupal 
introduced their 
latest system 
upgrade. 

In March 2021, there were more 
than 500k websites using Drupal 7. 

Introduction
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The upgrade from Drupal 7 to Drupal 9 is a significant 
undertaking for most websites. A good plan can help you avoid 
some of the potential calamities and pitfalls you’ll face, while also 
helping get the most out of Drupal 9 for your site and your brand.

D R U PA L  9  I S 
H E R E ,  N O W

The world was introduced to Drupal 9 in 2020, marking a new era for 
the open-source content management system (CMS).

A  N E W  C M S 
C O M E S  W I T H 
B I G  C H A N G E S

This system upgrade comes with a lot of changes to improve 
workflow, enhance security and create an overall better experience—
both for users and content managers! 

And, with Drupal 9 upgrades, we also say goodbye to a previous 
version of this popular CMS…

T H E  E N D  O F  
D R U PA L  7

By the end of November 2022—more than a decade after it was first 
introduced—Drupal 7 will reach end of life. 

Once Drupal 7 reaches end-of-life status, it will no longer be 
supported. This means official support and features will be gone. 

Failure to upgrade from Drupal 7 to Drupal 9 could mean disaster for 
a website, leaving it out of date and vulnerable to security risks. 

P L A N  F O R 
YO U R  U P G R A D E

To avoid calamity, it’s important to develop a game plan to upgrade 
from Drupal 7 to 9. 

Your plan can help you optimize your content migration to gain 
efficiencies, ensure important content isn’t lost, and even improve 
SEO and UX.   

Executive Summary
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November 2022 may seem far off, but there are 
two big reasons why your upgrade shouldn’t wait. 

This isn’t a simple, turnkey upgrade. 
Proper planning and adequate time can help ensure your site is 
ready when Drupal 7 will no longer be supported—subsequently 
ending security updates and system support for this version of the 
content management system. Depending on the complexity and 
size of your current site, you will likely be reworking both the front 
and back end of your website while migrating thousands of pages 
of content. This won’t be simple but it is manageable and should go 
smoothly if you take the right steps.

Drupal 9 is simply better—a true upgrade. 
The sooner you implement it, the sooner you and your teams can 
start enjoying the benefits of this new and improved CMS platform. 
Drupal 9 updates are designed to improve both your system and 
your content authoring processes—making it easier and more 
intuitive to use while adding new, improved functionality. This 
includes a cleaner code-base, backwards compatibility for future 
upgrades, an API-first approach and overall better performance.

Why you should start planning 
your Drupal 9 upgrade now

Migration can take a few weeks 
or 6+ months depending on the 
size and complexity of your site.
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Our in-house team has migrated 
over 100 sites to Drupal—from web 
apps and microsites to enterprise-
level ecosystems.

Primacy’s extensive Drupal 9 
upgrade experience

Primacy is a full-service digital experience agency that provides in-
depth technology, design, UX, content strategy and creative expertise. 
We have worked with organizations of different sizes and across a 
wide range of industries, guiding them through the planning and 
implementation of Drupal 9 for their content management systems.

Wanting to make upgrades, site maintenance and content management 
as easy as possible, we even developed our own open-source Drupal 
platform. Built to provides frictionless content authoring tools and a 
secure, supported architecture, ZenSource empowers users to take 
control of their site content and upgrades. Our CMS framework is 
equipped with additional accelerators for Drupal core update support, 
optimized AWS hosting and Drupal experience components—including 
widgets and wayfinding tools. 

The thought of moving from Drupal 7 to Drupal 9 may seem daunting; 
there is a lot of work that goes into planning an upgrade. With the right 
agency partner, you can avoid the common—and often predictable—
pitfalls that occur during the upgrade process.
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A little forethought can save a lot of headaches later. Without a proper plan and necessary 
talent in place, it’s easy to go over budget, miss deadlines or miss steps that could leave your 
organization vulnerable to unnecessary risk.
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Not having all your 
resources lined up

C A L A M I T Y  1

There are lot of pieces to account for with a project of this scope and 
importance. The new site will likely have a long shelf life, so there is real 
value in investing up front.

Budget planning can ensure you have the resources and talent lined up and 
locked in, which should save money in the long run. This includes internal 
team members, external vendors and/or co-development partner(s).

  Budget  

Proper planning for your upgrade will help 
your team avoid common pitfalls that often 
pop up during the upgrade process, and even 
mitigate some less predictable challenges. 
Agency or developer partners that have 
gone through the process can help with your 
planning, but any good plan should account 
for these three primary resources:

Solution: Establish 
your budget, talent and 
project timeline early on

Working with an agency partner? As part of your augmented development 
team, they could provide your team with guidance during the migration 
process—or they could even take over the entire end-to-end migration!

Building a site in Drupal 9 requires a developer to build the functionality as 
well as upfront planning, requirement gathering, a content migration team, 
project management and QA support.

  Talent  

The time to upgrade is now, so establish a timeline and set your project  
in motion.

An upgrade from Drupal 7 to 9 could feel like migrating to a whole new 
CMS, and will not be a quick process.

Based on our experience, migration can be anywhere from a few weeks to 
6+ months, depending on the size and complexity of the site. Requirement 
gathering, development, content migration, QA/UAT and go-live are all 
components that will take time.

  Time  



Underestimating your 
content migration needs

C A L A M I T Y  2

The upgrade to Drupal 9 will likely feel 
like migrating to a completely new content 
management system given its updated 
architecture and open-source frameworks. 
It will require a rebuild instead of just a 
few clicks or configuration changes.

Drupal 9 likely represents a significant content migration effort—requiring a rebuild instead  
of just a few clicks or configuration changes. Failure to inventory and map content could lead  
to gaps, as well as missing or mis-structured site content. It also takes away the opportunity to  
re-examine content and discover new ways to elevate your messaging.

Solution: Re-examine 
your content and build  
a migration plan
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An upgrade from Drupal 7 to Drupal 9 provides an opportunity to take 
advantage of content and experience optimizations. This includes 
auditing and refining content.

Content authors and strategists help streamline the migration process 
and perfect your brand story.

  Secure Content Team  

There are ways to migrate most data from Drupal 7 to Drupal 9. But to 
take advantage of its authoring tools (like drag-and-drop layouts), an 
immediate build and manual population are required.

Less structured pages are more intensive and manual by nature. 
Examples of this are complex, modular landing pages.

  Manual-Migration  

Drupal 9 trainers can onboard content authors to jump-start the 
process of upgrading your CMS. This is crucial for manual content 
migration.

Having a dedicated content team is helpful, especially when migrating 
more complex or unique pages.

  Migration Training  

Whenever possible, auto-migrate your content. 
Utilizing the Drupal Migrate API, a lot of content can be 
mapped and imported 1-to-1 from Drupal 7 to Drupal 9.

Content that is more structured (i.e., news, events or 
staff directories) is usually easiest to migrate with little 
to no manual clean-up necessary.

  Auto-Migration  



Failure to audit and analyze your current content can lead to significant inefficiencies and even 
errors as you migrate from Drupal 7 to Drupal 9—including duplicated content, missing content 
or the migration of outdated content.

Not identifying  
and documenting 
current content

C A L A M I T Y  3
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For complex sites, proper and thorough 
auditing and planning up front can 
save significant time and effort on the 
backend. Having content strategists 
help write, edit, merge and/or delete 
content where it makes sense will help 
optimize content. This will both aid in 
migration efforts and should result in 
a cleaner, better organized and more 
efficient new site when your upgrade 
to Drupal 9 is complete.

Solution: Start with 
thorough content 
auditing

By pulling data on current site usage, you can quickly identify heavily 
trafficked pages vs. pages with little to no views. This can help inform 
how much content should be migrated or recognize the need to revisit 
important content that is getting overlooked. 

It will also help sort out which content should be auto-migrated vs. 
manually migrated.

There are inherent SEO benefits to properly managing this planning 
stage, both in identifying current issues and challenges, as well as 
proactively addressing search concerns in the structure of your content 
and site. This is the time to revisit outdated, duplicative or shallow 
content to see if pages can be combined for better SEO strength. 

You should also optimize the site navigation itself—refining menu and 
folder structure. It not only improves the user experience; it can also 
improve SEO performance.

Start with an audit of current site to better understand the structure 
and content types. It will help bring the big picture into focus, so you 
identify trends that could lead to efficiencies in your content migration. 

For example, you may identify significant content “buckets” you can 
simply skip or archive in the migration (i.e., old news articles, past 
events, or other outdated/irrelevant content.)

  Audit  

  Analytics  

  SEO Benefits  



Drupal 9 is an incredible new platform—but it is still new. Not having thoroughly vetted,  
modern Drupal modules and features in place with an upgrade path carefully planned can  
lead to significant compatibility issues.

Not having a 
vetted distribution 
code base

C A L A M I T Y  4
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Loaded with significantly enhanced 
features capabilities, upgrading to 
Drupal 9 is effectively launching a 
new site already. That’s why now is 
the time to dramatically improve your 
entire online experience. Starting with 
a vetted distribution code base and 
foundation can help mitigate migration 
complexity and site design.  

To streamline this process—and leveraging our extensive 
Drupal experience—Primacy created ZenSource. Here’s 
why having a vetted distribution codebase makes all the 
difference:Solution: Consider a 

more comprehensive 
site relaunch

ZenSource is customizable and built to address the varied and specific 
needs of developers looking to start with out-of-the-box features/
configurations and marketers looking for flexible, easy-to-use authoring 
environment.

  Scalable  

To get to market faster, Primacy uses ZenSource as the foundation for all 
Drupal builds. Built specifically for Drupal 9, development is significantly 
streamlined.

  Streamlined  

ZenSource includes custom-built, foundational Drupal modules. Primacy 
also vetted and improved modules already in the community to offer a 
wide range of ready-to-use and quick-to-implement modules.

  Vetted  

This foundational knowledge and expertise frees up developers—allowing 
them to spend more time creating customized smarter experiences that 
connect with customers while helping and strengthen brands.

  Smarter Experience  
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Regardless of foundation, Drupal 9 is a significant upgrade and checking for compatibility and 
function deprecation issues is critical.

Not ensuring 
your modules are 
Drupal 9-ready

C A L A M I T Y  5

You’ll need to ensure all modules will work in Drupal 9. You can scan 
custom modules you’ve written with tools like Drupal Check.

You can also install a module such as Upgrade Status into  
site to help monitor your modules functionality.

It’s important to check to see to see what the Drupal 9 upgrade path is 
for your current hosting environment.

Remember that some environments that manage codebase  
(i.e., Pantheon) require specific steps be taken before a site can be 
updated/upgraded. At a minimum, you’ll want hosting environment to 
support PHP 7.4, as prior versions are no longer supported in Drupal 9.

If you’re writing new modules, you should check the functions using 
Drupal API to ensure they haven’t been deprecated.

We’ve seen that when using global Drupal functions (i.e., ‘drupal_set_
message’), odds are pretty good they have been deprecated in favor of a 
service call.

Starting with v8.8, Drupal now officially 
supports Composer as a CMS for sites. This 
is good news! Composer streamlines module 
installation, patches, and deployment. While it 
is not strictly required for Drupal 9, Composer 
is highly recommended since every version of 
Drupal integrates more support.

Solution: Implement 
established tools, check 
and platforms

  Custom Modules  

  New Modules  

  Current Hosting  



With Drupal 9, you’ll enjoy a better 
version of your current system
Yes, of course it’s important to upgrade your system to avoid calamity 
as Drupal 7 support comes to an end. But beyond that, there are a lot of 
other noteworthy benefits that come with your Drupal 9 upgrade:

Widely Used  
Scalable Frameworks
Twig and Symfony (two widely 
used frameworks) replace the 
custom template engine.

Improved  
Authoring Experience 
Drupal 9 creates powerful 
content authoring and content 
management experiences.

Enhanced  
Security 
Updated system requirements 
and components allow for 
longer security support.

Module Consistency
There is now greater 
consistency among 
contributed Drupal modules.

Enterprise Features 
Enjoy enterprise features 
for workflow and multi-site 
management.

Low- and No-Code Development 
The layout manager uses a  
drag-and-drop interface for  
low- and no-code development.

Predictable Version Releases
There is now a minor version 
release cycle—regularly 
scheduled every 6 months!

Faster Development 
Robust foundation framework 
or codebase (i.e., ZenSource) 
allows for faster deployment.

Smarter Experiences 
Increased efficiency frees up 
developers—giving them time 
to create smarter experiences.

Take your brand to the next level.
A site upgrade is a great time to elevate your brand. Reimagine 
your content as you move from Drupal 7 to Drupal 9—and 
remember it’s the perfect opportunity to redesign your site!
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About  
Primacy

Primacy is a full-service digital experience agency that provides 
unparalleled client service and in-depth industry expertise. 

We create smarter experiences that connect with people during meaningful moments—
building greater value for brands while driving measurable results.

Clients include Aetna, AIG, Atlantic Health, Catholic Health, Cornell University, 
The Hartford, Joslin Diabetes Center, LIM College, Meemic Insurance Agency, Rice 
University, South Shore Health, Tufts Medical Center, The University of Kansas Health, 
University of Vermont Health Network, Wellforce and more. 

The company is headquartered in West Palm Beach, FL, with additional offices in 
Boston, MA, and Hartford, CT.

Visit: theprimacy.com 
Call: 561.354.1304 
Email: Solutions@ThePrimacy.com

525 South Flagler Drive  
Suite 300
West Palm Beach, FL 33401

160 State Street 
10th Floor
Boston, MA 02109

1577 New Britain Ave
Farmington, CT 06032
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