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The Visma Retail Story – A Lesson In Business Agility 
Sten Sundblad, Per Sundblad  February 2008

We have published an early version of this story before, so it’s not really new. But it’s such a fantastic story, 

and it’s such a strong proof of Service-Oriented Architecture as a Business Agility booster that we just must 

tell you the story once again. It’s also a story that proves that the new software architecture can work well 

together with the legacy of application silos. This is what Microsoft talks about as Connected Systems. 

For us (Sten and Per Sundblad), the story began 

when we were invited by Lajos Farkas to visit one 

of his customers. Lajos is one of the first twenty 

people who took our architect courses and became 

certified by us and Microsoft Sweden as a .NET 

Architect. He wanted us to see what he and the 

customer had achieved using our 2xSundblad 

Architectural Framework and the architectural 

knowledge Lajos had gained through our courses. 

We knew that Lajos had architected several 

systems using our framework and SOA, but he told 

us this should be something extra. 

And it turned out to be just that! 

Lajos’ is the founder 

and principle owner 

of LafaData in 

Västerås, Sweden. 

He and his company 

was engaged by a 

rather small 

company called 

Retail Business Systems (RBS) to help them 

architect a new version of their mission-critical 

systems. These systems are developed for Swedish 

retail businesses in general and those in the 

everyday commodity markets in particular. Since 

our visit, RBS has merged with Visma Retail AB, and 

the now larger company is expanding into the 

other Nordic countries, and into the Baltic 

countries on the other side of the Baltic Ocean. 

The Visma Retail system covers everything from 

cash-register services and daily cash balancing, 

over the individual store’s back office services, to 

the chain’s services and their connection to 

different ERP systems on different platforms. 

Visma Retail Dominates a Huge 

Market 
Before merging with Visma Retail, RBS might have 

been a rather small company, but it totally 

dominated, and still dominates, these services for 

every-day commodities sold in Sweden. The 

concept of every-day commodities includes food, 

beverages, and everything else you would buy in a 

typical super market. In Sweden, two colossal 

super market chains – ICA and COOP – virtually 

own the everyday commodities market. Both of 

them use systems from Visma Retail, which means 

that as much as 60 % of every Swedish Krona spent 

on such goods go through their software. Think 

about it! 60 %! The total amount handled by their 

systems is more than 17 billion US$ per year.  

 

Visma Retail is also moving into specialized retail 

trades. Among other chains in this segment, Visma 

Retail now serves one of the largest Swedish retail 

chains for sport goods. Visma’s goal is to win 40 % 

of the specialized retail trades market while 

keeping their 60 % of the every-day commodities 

retail market. 

 
Figure 1 - Lajos Farkas, founder  

and owner of LafaData. 

 
Figure 2 - Shopping daily commodities 
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Decreasing Business Agility 
A few years ago RBS – this was before the merger 

with Visma Retail – found  themselves in some 

difficulties. Over the years they had continuously 

enhanced their systems, which as every other 

system of that time were built as application silos. 

By time, continuous  enhancement of a system 

must lead to increased complexity in that system, 

and complex systems aren’t easy to modify, and 

they are not safe to modify. 

So they found that it had become much more 

difficult, and also more expensive, than before to 

introduce new enhancements to the basic system. 

Even more serious, it had become much more 

difficult to modify it for new customers’ specific 

requirements. Every customer is different in some 

respects, and some customers are more different 

than others. It goes without saying that a 

supermarket chain has different needs than a 

sporting goods retail chain. For example, where a 

supermarket doesn’t really think of gift certificates 

as very important for their business, a sporting 

goods retailer might. 

Solving the Business Agility 

Problem 
At that time they turned to Lajos, who advised 

them to develop a solution based on service-

oriented architecture, using the 2xSundblad 

Framework to architect and document it. They 

have now installed this solution for several 

customers, some new ones, and some old ones 

who have upgraded from their previous version. 

The new solution is a huge success, and they gave 

us some examples of why this is so: 

 It’s now much easier for them than it 

was before to accommodate special 

customer requirements, which can 

vary considerably from customer to 

customer. Stefan Melander, business 

architect at Visma Retail, mentioned 

several reasons for this, for example: 

 

o “The Business Views of the 

2xSundblad Framework (the 

Business View is now separated 

into the Enterprise and Business 

Views, as seen in Figure 4) allow 

us to go through, with our 

customers, the business aspects of 

our basic solutions. This means 

that we can present details of the 

business requirements the basic 

solution meets, and the business 

and technical context it expects. 

From that specification, the 

customer can specify, in a 

business-oriented way, what 

business-level modifications that 

particular customer needs. This” 

Stefan says, “has considerably 

shortened the sales cycle when 

compared to before. Before SOA, 

such discussions tended to be 

carried out on a more technical 

level. Being able to present this 

kind of business-oriented 

information from the framework 

has also increased the level of 

confidence the customer feels 

when discussing specific 

modifications with us.”  

 

 

Figure 3 - Stefan Melander – Visma Retail Business Architect 
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Figure 4 - The 2xSundblad Framework - February 2008 version. 
Notice that the row names are different from those in the 
original framework, used by Visma Retail at the time they 
architected the SOA version of their software. A row has been 
added to the framework to allow a finer distinction between 
what’s the enterprise architect’s, the business architect’s, and 
the software architect’s view.   

 
o “The Conceptual Views of the 

framework (the Conceptual View 

is now separated into the Business 

and Software Views, as seen in 

Figure 4) have allowed us to go 

through, with our customers, the 

more detailed conceptual aspects 

of our basic solutions. Especially, 

our people and the customer’s 

can together study the 

information flows, the 

information structures, the 

business process structures, and 

the relevant business rules. This as 

well”, Stefan says, “helps the 

customer understand how the 

basic Visma Retail system 

supports the business, and what 

modifications must be done on 

account of the customer having 

different business processes, 

different information needs, and 

different business rules.” Stefan 

also says that Visma Retail are 

using the IDEF0 standard for the 

mapping of business functions and 

business processes. “This”, Stefan 

says, “has helped us a lot when 

showing the customer which 

business rules affect which 

business activities.” He goes on to 

say that “this is especially 

important, because it triggers the 

customer to really evaluate the 

rule system before shipment and 

installation, and also, if needed, 

ask for changes to it.” 

 

o The Logical Views of the 

2xSundblad Framework (the 

Technical Design Views in the new 

version) allows Visma Retail to 

specify, separately for each 

service that’s part of their system, 

the internal design of that service. 

As is the case with the Conceptual 

Views, only their basic system is 

specified in the logical views. 

Notice that each service is 

specified in its own set of logical 

views, which makes it possible to 

enhance it for another system’s 

purposes without having to carry 

the burden of all the other 

services which might not be of 

interest for the new system. This 

detail is an important booster of 

both business and development 

agility. 

 

o The framework’s Physical Views 

(the Implementation Views in the 

new version) is where Visma 

Retail developers specify, in detail, 

any customized or customer-

unique feature. They talk about 

this as “closing the circle” 

between the business and 

physical views of customization. 

This, of course, is in addition to 

specifying the basic system.  They 

also use these views to specify, 
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exactly, every physical artifact the 

customer must install, and where 

the customer plans to install it. 

The Physical Views, they say, is 

where the customer’s technicians 

can check every component and 

every other physical artifact that’s 

included in the system. (Notice 

that we didn’t talk at all about the 

physical views in our class-room 

courses; it’s included in the 

framework but it was not included 

in those courses.) 

 

o The Visma Retail software 

architecture is primarily based on 

two types of services: entity 

services and presentation 

services. The high-level 

encapsulation of entities within 

entity services has made it so 

much easier to manage 

modifications. As an example they 

mentioned one of their recently 

acquired customers, the Swedish 

Civil Aviation Authority. This 

government-owned agency is 

responsible for every non-military 

airport in Sweden, and for all non-

military air-born traffic. Their 

responsibility includes the 

management of all tax-free shops, 

and other shops, in Swedish 

airports.  

 

It’s easy to imagine the multitude 

and the complexity of 

modifications they needed in 

relation to their basic system, 

developed for supermarket 

chains. And yet, due to the SOA-

based encapsulation of 

functionality, and to the 

2xSundblad Framework, one 

single developer made the 

modifications in six working 

weeks, all to the customer’s 

satisfaction. They told us that this 

set of modifications had been 

almost impossible to do at all in 

their pre-SOA version. 

 

 Since everything in the system is now 

message-based, they can 

accommodate different customer 

requirements in terms of where 

different parts of the system are 

installed. For example: 

 

o Some customers, particularly 

supermarkets, want the individual 

store’s back-office services to be 

installed in a local server (or 

server cluster) in the store. Others 

don’t want that; instead, they 

want them installed on servers in 

the head office. This is not 

anymore problematic at all for 

Visma Retail. 

 

o Some customers want very light-

weight client machines together 

with a terminal server to manage 

presentation services, while other 

customers want to download 

these services to the individual 

client machines. Also no problem 

for Visma Retail today. 

 

 The service-oriented nature of the 

system, with its expressed and 

respected borders around specific 

areas of functionality, has helped 

Visma Retail suggest improvements to 

the customer’s business processes 

while offering a higher quality of 

information and security. For 

example: 
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o Their customer Intersport has 

upgraded from an old version of 

Visma Retail software. They 

handle huge amounts of Gift 

Certificates (GC). Each Intersport 

store is individually owned, which 

creates a problem. A customer 

might purchase a GC in one store 

and redeem it in another, owned 

by another individual. Clearing 

such business transactions used to 

be a problem but isn’t anymore. 

Instantly when a customer buys a 

GC, the cash register sends a 

message to a specific entity 

service in the head-office’s back-

office. This service is specifically 

designed to handle GCs only, and 

it immediately makes information 

about that GC available to each of 

Intersport’s 120 stores. The 

second someone redeems it, 

another message is sent to the 

same service, which marks the GC 

as redeemed and sets up clearing 

between the stores if needed. 

 

o Sometimes a bunch of GCs could 

get lost, perhaps even stolen. 

Before SOA, invalidating that 

bunch, and sending lists out to all 

stores about the GCs involved, 

used to demand great efforts. 

Also, cashiers would have to check 

every redemption of a GC against 

that list, all in front of the 

customer. Now they can easily 

mark the entire bunch as invalid. 

When a cashier registers a GC 

redemption against an invalid GC, 

that redemption is instantly 

denied. Online! 

 

 Visma Retail and its customers are 

very happy with performance. We 

asked specifically about that, because 

one of the things about SOA that 

worries many is performance. The 

answer Visma Retail gave to us was, 

that given a half-decent connection, 

performance is just great. They also 

commented that this was very 

important for them; it would have 

been very inconvenient for the cashier 

to look the customer in the eyes, 

knowing there’s a long line of other 

customers behind that customer, 

while waiting for the system to 

respond, e.g. to approve the 

redemption of a gift certificate. But 

this was no issue; system response is 

almost immediate, and the cashier 

can very comfortably look in the 

customer’s eyes when serving him or 

her. There’s no waiting time for GC 

redemption. This is amazing, because 

the GC service is located at the chain’s 

head office and accessed from shops 

in different cities all over Sweden. 

It was a beautiful experience to get all this 

information from a very happy customer of one of 

our students. We’ve had similar experiences with 

students’ customers before, but this was the first 

time we had it on such a grand scale. After all, 

we’re talking about 60 % of all the money spent by 

Sweden’s 9 million inhabitants for every-day 

commodities such as food and beverages going 

through systems developed by Visma Retail. We’re 

also talking about highly mission-critical systems, 

extremely depending on high levels of 

performance and scalability. 

Most rewarding of all, perhaps, was the fact that 

we haven’t been involved in the development of 

this architecture or this system. Lajos was the sole 

software solution architect of the project, and he 

worked with Stefan Melander who is employed by 

Visma Retail and is their business architect. Stefan, 

by the way, was so impressed by the architecture 

Lajos produced for Visma Retail that he decided to 

go through the same training, and he has now 
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completed his training and is also certified as a 

.NET architect.  

This proves to us that our training of Lajos, the 

2xSundblad Framework, and our courseware, have 

been very effective. After all, it was the result of 

this training that made Stefan decide to take on 

the same training. Now both Stefan and Lajos 

agree that their mutual experience from sharing 

the same kind of training has brought their 

cooperation to the next level. 

Because the Visma Retail Business System has 

grown into new markets, and because Lajos Farkas 

is a consultant in high demand, Visma Retail 

wanted to employ a full-time software architect. 

They were able to get Daniel Åhlin for that job, 

which was lucky. Daniel share the same 

2xSundblad training and certification with Lajos 

and Stefan. Lajos is still a member of the team, but 

he has now more time for other customers in other 

projects. 

One of these customers is Westinghouse Electric 

Sweden AB. This company wants to improve their 

tracking of quality processes. Lajos mentions this 

company as another example of how SOA and a 

good architectural framework can boost business 

agility: 

“They need a solution within two months”, Lajos 

says. “But their ambition level is very high, and it 

won’t be possible to achieve all their business 

requirements within such a short time. However”, 

Lajos continues, “we have agreed to use the 

2xSundblad Architectural Framework to describe 

the business and usage requirements and to map 

the business processes. I’m now working on the 

Business Views and the Conceptual Views together 

with the customer’s architect Ann-Catrin Jansson, 

who is also certified by 2xSundblad and Microsoft 

Sweden.” 

Lajos says that he and Ann-Catrin have proposed a 

three step solution to achieve both the short time 

frame goals and the long-term ambitions 

requirements. “Within six to eight weeks we’ll be 

able to suggest an improved business process 

mostly consisting of manual activities. In five to six 

months we will deliver a new version of our 

solution, automating some manual activities, 

implementing more business rules and logic in the 

entity services, and implementing presentation 

services in full accordance with the usage 

requirements.” 

More long term, Lajos and Ann-Catrin will have 

eliminated most of the manual activities by 

integrating the system to other systems which do 

not yet exist.  

Lajos finally concludes that “Westinghouse’s ability 

to track and analyze its own quality processes will 

be increasingly higher for each step in the 

implementation. Business logic and business 

components will be re-used during the whole 

development cycle, very much due to the service 

orientation and to our use of the 2xSundblad 

Architectural Framework.” 

Perhaps, later in this year, we’ll have reason to tell 

you about the Westinghouse success story, just as 

we have now told you about the Visma Retail 

success story. 

Dramatic Business Agility Boost 

To Visma Retail And Its 

Customers 
Going back to Visma Retail, Stefan also said that 

Visma Retail has dramatically increased both their 

business agility and development agility. There 

were three reasons for that, he said: 

1. SOA encapsulates functionality in such 

a way that modifications come easier. 

This allows for development agility. 

 

2. The 2xSundblad Framework separates 

concerns from each other while 

keeping the parts together. This 

makes it easier to communicate with 

different kinds of stakeholders, 

especially with customers, about 

modifications needed. This allows for 

business agility. 

 

3. The architecting done up front, 

especially to bridge business concerns 

to IT concerns, pays off hugely.  This is 
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especially evident when Visma people 

need to discuss possible modifications 

with customers, when they implement 

these modifications, and when they in 

general discuss enhancements of the 

system and its services for a new 

version. 

What we didn’t discuss so much is that the 

business agility of Visma Retail’s customers must 

have increased to the same degree. If it’s now so 

much easier for Visma Retail to adapt the software 

to a new customer’s requirements, then it must be 

just as easy to adapt a specific existing customer’s 

version to that customer’s changed requirements. 

So, with the experience Visma Retail already has 

with all that business agility coming from their new 

SOA-based system, they can rightfully say to 

businesses which consider buying their system that 

“we can make you business more agile!” When we 

suggest this to Stefan and Lajos both whole 

heartedly agree. 

Our Conclusions 
We have drawn the following conclusions from our 

visit at Visma Retail: 

 Microsoft .NET is a productive 

environment for developing service-

oriented systems. 

 

 Service-oriented architectures help 

boost business agility, which we 

expected. This was explicitly 

mentioned by the  Visma Retail’ 

business architect Stefan Melander.  

Lajos Farkas, the software architect, 

agrees: “It takes a little longer, 

perhaps 20 % longer,  to develop the 

first version of a SOA-based system”, 

he says. “But when you have to 

modify it you save that time several 

times over. You can save as much as 

50 %, and that is often more 

important too. When a business needs 

to change, it needs to change fast, and 

they don’t want their software to 

delay those changes. I’ve seen all this 

very clearly in the Visma Retail 

system, but I’ve seen it in other 

systems we have architected as well.” 

 

 Service-oriented architectures help 

boost development agility, which we 

didn’t expect (but should have). This 

too was explicitly mentioned by Visma 

Retail’ chief software engineer. This 

might not be true when the first 

version of a software system is 

developed, but it most certainly is 

when that system has to be modified. 

 

 The 2xSundblad Architectural 

Framework helps connect business 

issues with IT issues, and architectural 

issues with engineering issues, which 

helps businesses to react swiftly and 

change with agility. 

 

 The four driving forces behind (or 

corner-stones beneath) our 

curriculum are extremely effective in 

terms  of connecting existing business 

knowledge with software architecture 

as well as with software engineering. 

They are: 

 

o Service-oriented architecture 

 

o Architecture-driven software 

development 

 

o Business-driven software 

architecture 

 

o IEEE 1471-2000 compliance 

 

 Our training is effective in terms of 

making students capable – on their 

own – of architecting great real-world 

service-oriented and business-driven 

software systems. It’s interesting to 
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notice that our view of architecture 

differs rather a lot from what seems 

to be the dominating view of the Java 

camp. In our view, software 

architecture is about connecting 

business to IT. As a consequence, 

software architecture can’t primarily 

be a technical discipline. Our view is 

much more similar to the view that 

slowly but surely grows in the 

business world. Promoting our view 

(Enterprise Architecture Ą Business 

Architecture  Ą  Software 

Architecture Ą Software Engineering) 

should help Microsoft gain ground 

against the Java camp where it counts, 

in the enterprise. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

More information 
 

About the Visma Retail Solution architecture 
Lajos Farkas 
LafaData Applikationsarkitektur 
lajos.farkas@lafadata.se 
http://www.lafadata.se   

About Visma Retail’ SOA-based solutions 
Stefan Melander, Business Architect 
Visma Retail – Retail Business System AB 
stefan.melander@rbs.se 
http://www.rbs.se 

About 2xSundblad Framework & Courses 
Per Sundblad 
pers@2xSundblad.com 
http://academy.2xsundblad.com  
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