	How to Evaluate a Web Application Development Tool 

The demand for Web applications continues to increase placing a high value on shops that can produce applications quickly. Using a good rapid application development tool is generally the answer, but finding the right one can be challenging. 
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Many application development tools are available today, but they are not alike. Comparing these tools can be important to your success and satisfaction with a tool and the vendor who sells it.

A few of the many benefits of a rapid application development (RAD) tool over traditional manual coding include the ability to significantly cut down on application development time, the convenience of allowing a programmer of any skill level to develop applications, and the usefulness of providing the developer access to critical support resources.

If you can, it is usually a good idea to install trial software on your system or request a prototype. After doing so, you will have a much better understanding of the product and whether or not it is right for you.

Finding the Right Tool

Here are a few questions to ask while you are shopping for an application development tool:

What Is the Tool and What Does It Do? 

This is an obvious question but one that sometimes can be overlooked by a busy manager. Why is this important? Many products appear to provide the same (or at least have similar) features but in reality they are actually very different. Before diving into a major product evaluation, you want to make sure the vendor is selling what you actually need. Ideally, what you want is a RAD tool that provides developers of all skill levels the ability to quickly build Web applications that can access essentially any database.

The tool should have an open and flexible framework that will allow it to run on any ODBC-compliant system and, nowadays, perhaps any JDBC-compliant system. Using the tool should allow you to build any type of data-centric Web application, including B2B, B2C, self-service features, dashboards, reporting features, e-commerce, and other enhancements without the need to write extensive code, if any at all. 

Is the Product Strategic? 

· What hardware and software platforms can the product run on? 

· What databases are required or supported? 

· Do you need to purchase additional hardware to support the product?


These questions are important because it's possible that no matter how much homework your team does, the strategic direction of your company or department may change in six months or a year. The application tool and the time you invest in building applications around that tool can be lost if the strategy or platform changes. 

Unless you have additional funding for expanding or enhancing your platform, knowing if the product is compatible with your existing system and potential future systems, can save frustration and expense later on. The ideal product is one in which the framework is written in industry-standard language and can run on any one of a number of common platforms. These might include, but would not necessarily be limited to, Windows, OS/400 (i5/OS), LINUX, UNIX, and OS/390.

The product likely will need to run on top of an application server like WebSphere or Apache's Tomcat. It should be able to access data stored in any relational database, including DB2, UDB, Oracle, MS Access, and SQL Server. It should also be able to access multiple databases within the same application concurrently. It will be more popular among developers—and likely more productive—if it uses a Web-based development interface and if developers and users only need access to a browser to use and build applications. Depending on the size of your organization, it should be able to support concurrent users up to a given limit that conforms to your organization's needs.

Does this tool generate code?

· Ifthe tool generates code, what type of code is generated? 

· Is the generated code industry-standard? 

· Will it be supported in the future?


How easily applications can be extended and enhanced depends upon whether or not there is difficult or proprietary code to decipher. Also, if the code is no longer supported or is outdated, it may be difficult to add to or enhance applications at a later date. 
Flexibility should be one feature that is at the top of your wish list.

Applications that include logic specific to your data, your customers, and your employees are critical. If you are unable to decipher how to interact with lines of generated code to personalize and customize your applications, the tool you purchase can be not only frustrating to use, but virtually useless.

Ideally, the tool should generate and display commands in some easy-to-understand language like HTML. That way, to extend an application, you will not have to decipher obscure lines of unwanted code to make changes.

In a perfect world, the tool should be built with a flexible, open language that can be extended by developers. 

How Are Applications Deployed to Production? 

· Is there version control? 

· Can the application be easily moved from development to production systems? 

· Is there an ability to back up development and production applications?


Controlling your development-to-production environment is an important process to protect users' and employees' data. Many applications go through multiple phases of development. Managing these phases is essential so as not to disrupt the development process or corrupt current production applications. RAD tools should have methods of handling these phases and conversion issues.

The tool should offer numerous scenarios depending on the complexity, the number of developers, and the required business procedures. All stages of development and production should be able to be backed up by using your company's already established backup procedure.

Are there performance features?

· How much CPU or memory do the applications take? 

· What are the differences between JDBC/SQL statement calls compared to CGI and RPG? 

· Can you use the application efficiently on a dial-up line? 

· What needs to be generated on the fly?


Whether your users are accessing the application through DSL or a dial-up connection, the application's performance is critical to saving them time in accessing their data. The effect your application has on your iSeries/System i will greatly change the speed at which your data will be returned. Users will become frustrated if it is not as fast as they expect. A good development product should have performance features built in. 

It should be able to access even the smallest model iSeries or other database. The hit that your server is going to take depends on what the tool sends to the database, which might be equivalent to running SQL statements through iSeries Navigator or STRSQL. The tool should have a low performance hit on your database system. To further aid in performance, evaluate built in features to minimize trips to the database. There may be automatic ways to retrieve data from a cache and avoid a call to the database server each time a menu item is selected in the application. Other factors that influence performance may include file size and whether or not there are database indexes optimized.

Of course, you should also take the steps to enhance optimization on your AS400 or System i. A user can compare SQL performance against non-tool methods by using the System i command STRSQL or by putting the SQL into iSeries Navigator and running the SQL Scripts.

Does the product satisfy my security requirements?

· Does the product conform to the compliance guidelines of the Sarbanes-Oxley Act? 

· What type of security is supported? 

Keeping your data secure is likely one of the most important concerns a team should have when evaluating and testing software products. If a tool does not allow much needed security measures to handle rules and regulations, it simply should not be an option. 

Sarbanes-Oxley regulations have made security rules more strict than ever. Be sure to evaluate whether the tool provides you the ability to comply with your industry's regulations. The tool and its associated server elements should provide robust and complete features to insure applications conform to the highest of security requirements. Depending on your environment, you may implement a combination of the elements below. The tool should operate in an intranet/extranet or Internet configurations. It should run applications on standard user-defined ports such as 80 and 443 for SSL, and it should have numerous security options, including integration with SSL, operating system and database security, and firewall and gateway security.

Your tools should also allow built-in security to restrict users in the following ways: 

· Control ability to insert, update, read, and delete data 

· Control ability to view and update database fields 

· Control ability to view and update database records


Access can be enabled to allow users to view only the records to which they are authorized.

What Development Skills Are Necessary to Use the tool?

· What skills are necessary for base functionality and for extending that functionality? 

· How often do developers find it necessary to extend or modify the tool's basic functionality?


Theseare important because learning a new language or set of skills can be very costly. Developers who are able to use a tool right out of the box are often able to create production-ready applications very quickly. Many shops in the evaluation process have witnessed the learning curve of development in a traditional environment,—perhaps they have existing Web developers with Java and JSP skills. Other shops may have a staff consisting of RPG or COBOL programmers and may be unable to invest in the training necessary to complete their applications in a traditional manner. The learning curve for most RPG developers to obtain Java skills, HTML, JSPs, and CSS is at least 12 months to basic capability. Vendor tools utilizing proprietary languages can be equally complex, so thorough evaluation is essential to avoid surprises down the road.

Your tool should allow developers of all skill levels to build applications with a learning curve that is relatively short by industry standards. Applications should be able to be created without the need to extend the framework. Yet companies wishing to integrate specific logic into applications should be able to easily manipulate the tool's API using some non-propriety language such as Java. Application developers should easily be able to extend the framework and override automatic features. This allows a developer the ability to focus on business logic, not application logic.

What Iis the Learning Curve?

· Will you be required to hire staff to work with the tool? 

· How much time do you have to dedicate to learning the tool? 

· Are there educational options—online, on-site, video tutorials, and documentation? 

· Can you see results without having to know details of the architecture? 

· Can you build a prototype easily?


Vendors that claim their tools are the easiest in the industry should have no problem proving it. Also be sure to evaluate the options open to educate your staff:Are there free tutorials and documentation supporting the product? Some tools require advanced education and programming skills, which may or may not be possible with your existing staff. 

Prototyping is one of the best ways to test products prior to committing to purchase and allows your existing staff to get hands-on experience with the product. Getting your users their requirements immediately will improve customer service and allow your staff to move on to other projects. 

Is Pricing Important to You?

· Is pricing simple and easy to understand? 

· Is the product licensed by developer seat or by processor? Is pricing tiered? 

· What is the annual maintenance cost on the product? 

· What will it cost to educate staff on using the product? 

· Is there a need to pay for runtime licenses? 

· Are all functions required to build your application provided in the base package or do you have to buy additional "add on" components?


Evaluation of hidden costs—runtime, maintenance, training, etc—is critical because these costs can quickly eat up your budget. Don't just look at the cost of the tool and assume that it is the only step in evaluating the price. Many vendors charge a sizeable amount for services above and beyond the initial cost of the tool. Be sure to investigate underlying costs that may not be immediately evident, such as the additional purchase of add-ons or modules.

Paying the full price for a tool when you need only a very small application may not be a wise option for your organization. If you are working under a strict budget, it is important for a tool vendor to offer affordable solutions specific to small or large organizations. 

There may be options to invoice out over monthly installments or other payment plans. 
There might be an annual maintenance fee. Are there additional charges associated with upgrading your OS? Be sure all your necessary features and functions are included with the base product at every level of the pricing structure. 

How Do You Evaluate the Vendor? 

· Has the company been around a while? 

· Is good support offered? 

· Who currently uses the tool and are they happy with it? 

· Is the tool recognized by the industry at large? 

· Are there partners that also support the tool?


Understanding a bit about the organization and its product-support processes is obviously important prior to investing in it. You want to feel confident that the business will be around to support your needs and that its tools are industry-recognized. Contacting a handful of satisfied customers and gathering information on their experiences may provide good information.

Direct questions regarding support, installation, ease of use, and learning curve are good things to ask other users.

Does the company provide good customer service and support?

· What is the process for technical support? 

· What are the hours of service? 

· How was the support during the prototyping period? 

· How satisfied are existing customers? 

· Will they be there when you need them?


You should be able to test the product in your environment and use the support service to "test" the way support questions are handled—are they timely and complete? This will be a good indication of the support you will receive once you begin using the tool. Also, gathering information from existing references or customers will help determine the type of support you should expect after purchase. Typical support-related questions should be answered within minutes to hours of submitting them on an email support line. 

What Are Your Primary Goals? 

· Speed of design and development? 

· Not having to start from scratch? 

· Do you have multiple projects or one or two applications? 

· Do you plan to outsource the project(s)?


The tool should provide the means to create Web applications within days or weeks rather than months or years. It should be able to integrate with existing business logic and code to prevent the need to reinvent the wheel. Vendors should offer comprehensive education and outsourcing services to aid you in development should the need arise. It is possible that the vendor supplying the tool can build your application for a price that's more reasonable than the price of the the product. Check out all options for services as well. This could be a way for you to complete your projects on time and within budget; have someone else do them.

Now that you have the questions to ask of your prospective tool vendors, you should be prepared to perform your due diligence and find the right Web application development tool for your small business or your large enterprise as the case may be. As with most things, to do the job right takes more time than jumping to hasty conclusions.

Nikki Jensen is the Business Coordinator for PlanetJ Corporation, which develops and markets Web Object Wizard (WOW), an award-winning rapid Web application development tool used by numerous individuals and corporations. Nikki.focuses on customer relations, sales, demonstrations, and installation of PlanetJ software. She can provide answers to any of the above questions. She is a good source for information on training and services offered by PlanetJ technical staff, which include training and custom development. She can be reached at njensen@planetjavainc.com. Further information visit PlanetJ at   http://www.planetjavainc.com/   or write to info@planetjavainc.com.
