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It’s been touted in the industry as the way to go, but 
adhering to a “mobile first” strategy is not realistic for most 
companies. Existing IT infrastructure and mission-critical 
applications are often the backbone of a business that 
cannot be set aside. 

Everyone today needs mobile access  
– but not only mobile
Today’s organizations definitely need mobile, though they don’t necessarily 
want it “first,” or exclusively. Mobile apps have to co-exist with other 
platforms, be it web or client-server and with existing legacy apps—often 
the most important applications for businesses.

Organizations need to meet users’ need to access applications via mobile, 
but they also need to avoid the overhead of recreating a whole new 
application where one already exists. Reinventing the wheel by duplicating 
existing business logic and taking on the subsequent maintenance 
overhead is not realistic. Having mobile apps for the sake of having 
“mobile” may jeopardize the integrity of their data by bypassing validation 
rules or not being secure.

By applying the model-driven development (MDD) approach combined 
with a low-code platform, it’s easy create a mobile strategy that works 
for organizations that have mobile requirements, but existing enterprise 
applications and multiple platforms.  

The “mobile first” reality check
Over the last years, there’s been a lot of talk about adopting a “mobile first” 
strategy, but in practice how many companies really take this approach? 
We haven’t come across any enterprise application requirements that 
are 100% mobile. Most business applications are web-enabled with some 
pieces exposed on mobile and a lot of times client-server elements as 
well. Integration via web services, (RESTFul or SOAP) is also a common 
client type. Companies tend to choose their mixture of platforms based on 
efficiency and practicality, rather than ideology.

With that being said, it’s getting pretty important to enable mobile access 
for enterprise applications. Users expect it, productivity demands it and 
IT views it as a potential cost saving from a hardware perspective (BYOD, 
cloud deployment, etc.).
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It’s not practical, or desirable to redevelop for 
each platform
Typically, each time an application developer wants to add access via a new 
front-end or device – such as a phone or tablet – they must write new code, 
duplicating existing application logic and /or carrying out complicated 
integration with legacy applications via a web service. Often, the language 
is different for each front-end or device, so you can end up needing a lot of 
different skillsets and having to manage a load of different types of code.

Integration at the business layer to reuse business logic is actually a partial 
solution, but it also comes with overheads to consider. If you integrate with 
the legacy application via web services, you can end up with a spider’s 
web of interfaces, unless your applications and web services are really well 
documented.

It’s not just that development work is expensive and carries a maintenance 
overhead – there is also a risk that logic will accidentally get changed when 
it’s redeveloped for a different environment, and that could be disastrous if 
that made it into a production system.

There is also the approach of developing a mobile client in another 
technology and then connecting to the existing business logic through a 
web service. It’s a workable solution, and there can be very valid reasons to 
do this. But an external technology does not inherit the full value of MDD. 
Typically, each time an application developer wants to add access via a new 
front-end or device – such as a phone or tablet – they have to write and 
maintain new code, duplicating existing application logic and/or carrying 
out complicated integration with the legacy app via a web service. 

Organizations therefore need a way to make their enterprise applications 
accessible through mobile and non-mobile platforms without too much 
coding.

What is a  
“Mobile First”: 
 
“Mobile First” is a term first 
coined by IBM in 2013 as a 
strategy for its customers 
to streamline and accelerate 
mobile adoption. It is the 
idea that you first design a 
mobile experience before 
other platforms, such as web 
or client-server. 
 
Source: Wikipedia  
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
IBM_MobileFirst 
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The solution: model-driven development
Model-driven development solves the problem of having to rewrite code for 
multiple platforms and is very relevant when those platforms include mobile 
devices. As much business logic as possible is stored inside the model, and 
that model is used to generate the application.

For example, the model can define the business logic to manage 
application security, which users can access which information based on 
organizational and management hierarchies. Having been defined once, 
that logic can be reused ‘as is’ for that deployment, no matter how the end 
user is accessing the application. 

An additional benefit to the MDD approach is that business logic defined 
in the application model could be inherited as a starting point and then 
modified as required (a good example being the need to customize or 
modify the application for each installation). You write your application for 
a different platform, or make architectural changes such as integrating web 
services – all without recoding. 

No matter what platform you’re using – mobile, web, web services or 
client-server – you generate your application from the same logic in the 
same model. As well as speeding up delivery, this makes maintenance much 
easier because you have to make each change in just one place: the model. 
The user interface is kept separate from the fundamental business logic, 
and can be optimized separately for each platform. 

MDD-enabled mobile apps are easy with 
Uniface: your questions answered
Uniface has been model-driven from its earliest days, although in the earlier 
versions, it followed the 3-schema architecture, as outlined by C.J.Date in 
his book an Introduction to Database Systems. Terminology has changed, 
but the concepts are more or less the same, and it is obviously a proven 
concept. As far as we know, it’s the only completely model-driven low-
code development environment around today. (We were “low-code” since 
before the term was invented – because code is created from the model, 
developers can focus on high-value tasks like user experience and business 
logic integration.)

Now we’ve added mobile to the range of platforms for which we can 
generate applications. We’ve been able to do this in a straightforward 
way by adopting a hybrid approach to mobile. We can reuse HTML and 
JavaScript and with the right UX design, could be used in a browser or 
distributed in the Apple App Store or Google Play for installation on a 
mobile device.

More about model-
driven development: 
 
Originally associated with 
the RAD movement of 
the 1990s, model-driven 
development (MDD, MDSD 
for “model-driven software 
development,” or MDE for 
“model-driven engineering”) 
is a methodology for 
creating applications based 
on high-level abstraction 
and automation, rather than 
low-level manual coding. In 
essence, the programmer 
serves as an architect, 
focused on conceptualizing 
and building models 
that contain elements 
representing multiple lines 
of code.  

Currently, MDD is not nearly 
as widely adopted as object-
oriented programming 
using tools like .NET, ASP.
NET/JavaScript or Java. 
That’s unfortunate given the 
myriad benefits of going 
model-driven. Just like any 
application development 
approach, MDD isn’t for 
every solution. But when it’s 
a fit – and it’s often a fit – 
model-driven development 
can significantly increase 
developer productivity, 
bridge the gap between 
business users and IT, and 
reduce app time-to-market.
 
 
Source: Uniface, Why Model-
Driven App Development 
Matters
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Is the hybrid approach right for our organization?

Compared with a native developer tool for iOS or Android, a hybrid 
approach enables you to develop 95% of the functionality at 50% of the 
cost – and that’s before you take into account the need to develop separate 
iOS and Android versions. With native software development kits, you’re 
basically writing your own business logic at a 3GL level.

With a hybrid approach, on the other hand, you only need one version and 
with the MDD approach in Uniface, you can reuse logic (which probably 
already exists in your model) across multiple mobile devices. It’s an 
extension of our original idea of a Universal Interface, and the idea that you 
can “build once, deploy anywhere.” Just as we added a web browser, we’ve 
now added mobile devices.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Does the hybrid approach support the mobile functionality we need?

Uniface includes the ability to send a Uniface application to a build service 
which then builds an application to be to be distributed through Google 
Play and Apple’s App Store and subsequently installed on both Android 
and iOS devices. It’s that facility, plus Uniface’s ability to use JavaScript, 
that ensures you get at least 95% of the functionality you’d have with native 
tools. 

There is a misconception that the hybrid approach to mobile apps restricts 
functionality which requires integration with the onboard hardware and 
software devices.  The hybrid approach actually allows apps to use device-
specific technologies such as a camera, contact lists and Internet of Things 

JS HTML UX DESIGN
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(IoT) connectivity.

Will the app look good on a given device?

An added advantage of the hybrid approach is that HTML and JavaScript 
enable the optimal development of useable, engaging User eXperiences 
(UX). The user interface can be adapted for specific devices using the 
tooling in Uniface, although a lot of it happens automatically: For example, 
the applications are responsive to the individual device’s screen size.

Because the HTML/JavaScript user interface is a separate layer, it could be 
outsourced to a specialist for design or tailoring if required – although UX 
on mobile is more about what you don’t include than what you do include, 
given the limited amount of “real estate” that is available on small devices. 
The client layer can also be separately deployed, maintained and executed 
from the rest of the application if required. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
What type of apps can I build?

Although we’ve been focusing in this paper on deploying hybrid mobile 
enterprise applications and the value the MDD approach brings, Uniface is 
also ideal for organizations that need to build packaged applications and 
deploy them in a smart way. It’s easy to host one instance of an application 
on a central server, but partition and customize it as required to create the 
effect of a departmental app even though it shares a database and model 
with other departments in a multitenancy-type architecture. The same 
approach scales up, becomes multi-tenant and can of course be used by IT 
services companies to accommodate multiple customers.

This is an efficient way of managing apps, and one that maximizes reuse 
of business logic, yet it gives end-users the personalization and consumer-
style ways of working that they prefer, and makes them feel they’re being 
treated as individuals. The same app can be delivered in a way that seems 
to be unique to each company, department or user. Yet all the logic is still 
stored in the model, and there is just one database to maintain. Uniface’s 
built-in security features can be used to ensure that each user’s data is 
protected from unauthorized access.

Hybrid
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This approach makes your app infinitely scalable – multiple cloud instances 
can be spun up and closed down as needs change. You can ensure 
availability even in situations where it’s hard to predict peaks and troughs 
of demand – and with mobile it is increasingly hard since people can, for 
example, pick up their phone to connect to the HR system and book leave 
in the middle of the night.

Do I need to be using Uniface already before I can use it for mobile?

Uniface is the ideal choice for mobile whether or not you have existing 
Uniface applications. If you need to add mobile access to a non-Uniface 
legacy application, Uniface can do it quickly and efficiently, without 
creating a maintenance overhead. Uniface apps can be integrated with 
legacy apps throughout the application architecture, ranging from 
accessing legacy databases the business logic level (of web services and 
REST) or at the client level (with JavaScript).

To populate your model, Uniface can inherit system table information out of 
a legacy application, so that it can then be used in the Uniface application. 
This gives huge productivity gains compared with hand-chiseling business 
logic – while also reducing the risk of errors.

Conclusion 
While “mobile first” isn’t a realistic option for organizations with multiple 
platforms and enterprise applications, your mobile strategy will be 
optimized using model-driven development. Uniface’s MDD environment 
is the low-code option for organizations that need to build mobile apps 
or deploy existing apps on mobile without creating a huge management 
and maintenance overhead. With Uniface, you don’t have to sacrifice user 
experience to maximize efficiency and you can create apps that truly work 
with the rest of your application landscape.
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About Uniface 

Uniface is a leading provider of model-driven, low-code application 

development and deployment software for enterprise businesses, software 

integrators and ISVs. Headquartered in the Netherlands with U.S. offices in 

Detroit, Uniface serves clients around the world both directly and through a 

network of closely vetted, highly skilled partners.  

 

Our technology helps companies quickly and efficiently adapt to changing 

user behavior and preferences, leverage new technologies, adopt more 

effective development and deployment methodologies, and get the most 

out of their workforce talent. Learn more at www.uniface.com


