
IMAGINE a situation wherein
we have a large user set spread
across the country and every-

day at end of day they have to send a
daily report to their central office.
The mechanism is pretty similar to
what traditional bank systems were
implementing in the last decade, but
their solutions involved huge cost
overruns (due to high cost of setting
up the infrastructure and their main-
tenance). To offset high investment
in setting up the required hardware
in numerous places and later spend-
ing money on their maintenance and
purchase of software for this, an
alternative cheaper, technologically
advanced way is to implement cen-
tralized software.

What is an Office Business
Application (OBA)?

As the name suggests OBA is used

to refer to class of applications
intended to perform business opera-
tions using productive tools (such as
Microsoft Office) as frontend. 

It aims to bring the users close to
interacting with the Database (which
can be anything ranging from a
standalone database application to
Line of business applications) com-
fortably. The main idea behind an
OBA solution is that users are com-
fortable using the regular ms-office
tools for doing their day to day office
activities. For interacting with the
database they have to move back to
traditional applications to perform
certain Create Read Update Delete
(CRUD) operations. This is where
OBA comes into action and scores
over the traditional approach - user
does all his work in the Office
Application such as Word or Excel
and when he wishes, saves the
changes back to database or the line
of business application.

OBA applications not only pres-
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ents the user with the option of com-
fortable and friendly user interface but
also takes care of all the prerequisites
and makes the working for the user
very easy and comfortable .

The OBAs developed for this pur-
pose presents the user with the office
interface with which he is comfortable
in working with, the OBAs in turn will
have some intelligence built into it
which performs validation on the data
that the user has entered.

After the data has been validated the
user makes a request to the server to
save the data. This can be particularly
useful for users who have an intermit-
tent web connection. When the user is
connected to the web he can fire his
updates right from the Office applica-
tion meanwhile working on the data in
between.

Users in the government sector are
not always very IT savvy. Many a times
we have faced situations where users
are concerned with the difficulties
faced in the installation of prerequi-
sites for installing a software. The
installations of the prerequisites and
the technical complexities that come
with it are one the hurdles in adopting
the software. Everyone will cherish the
idea of a software which detects all its
prerequisites, installs them and keeps
the user interference to the minimum.

OBA - Model 
OBA can be perceived to be a sim-
ple model consisting of three
parts: 
The Office client that integrates with
the Line of Business system, the web
server (essentially MOSS) that which
might integrate with the Line of
Business system and the Line of
Business system itself. Note that
when building OBAs, developers can
also leverage other Microsoft server
products such as Exchange Server
2007, PerformancePoint Server 2007,
and so on.

Architecturally different from the
SOA (service oriented architecture)
OBAs can be developed by using stan-

dard Microsoft technologies such as
Visual studio tools for office (VSTO
3.0 available in visual studio 2008).

Subsets of the following set of tech-
nologies can be used for leveraging the
full power of OBA solutions -VSTO,
MOSS , BDC, Open XML, Web Parts
VSTO(ribbons custom panes, etc.) ,
BDC excel services ,Windows
Workflow Foundation, Windows
SharePoint services, InfoPath form
services.

OBA - Office System integration
Models
Mediated Integration requires cre-
ation of a services layer which medi-
ates integration between the Line of
Business system and the custom client
components (for example, the custom
task pane), thus facilitating reuse
across multiple systems and loose cou-
pling between the client and server.
For a typical data entry OBA applica-
tion used in the government scenarios
we can now create a Web service that
wraps around the data entry module
(where all of the data is entered) and
integrate that Web service with all
client interfaces. So if someone wants

to integrate the Line of Business sys-
tem with Excel, it is possible now. This
service can then be used by creating a
proxy stub in Visual studio 2008 or
using Business Data Catalog (BDC) in
case of SharePoint.

The resulting architecture leverages
the Mediated Integration pattern; that
is, an OBA that leverages Web services
to provide desired functionality in
Excel and SharePoint. The bigger
advantage is, now the user can fire
read/write queries right from the
client side customization (in this case
the Excel Sheet)

Office system is a good way to sur-
face capabilities from other platform
technologies e.g. SQL Server (data,
integration / reporting / analysis serv-
ices), BizTalk Server (business process
management / monitoring), Active
Directory (identity management).

OBAs can extend the reach of famil-
iar frontend interfaces into the data
stores in the back office.

For modeling business process we
can use workflow technologies avail-
able in SharePoint. It can range from
simple sequential workflows to com-
plex state machine workflows.
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