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Abstract 
As the Internet continues to penetrate every aspect of our lives, both 
business and personal, the distinction between “Internet application” 
and “application” increasingly fades from view. Rich Internet 
Applications (RIAs) operate in the sweet spot among richness of Internet 
capability, richness of user interactivity, and richness of client-side 
computing capability. RIAs act as Service consumers as part of Service-
Oriented Architecture implementations and enable Enterprise Mashups.  
 
Since ZapThink first covered the space in 2002, the RIA market has 
matured considerably, establishing two core submarkets: RIA 
environments and RIA components. Adobe Systems emerging as a 
leader in the RIA environments submarket with their Adobe Integrated 
Runtime (AIR) and Flex products. Microsoft is a strong contender with 
their newer Silverlight technology. Open source vendors have emerged 
as significant players, and form a large portion of the RIA components 
submarket. 
 
While the RIA market should continue to grow for the next few years, it 
will most likely merge with other markets long term and be 
indifferentiable from a market sizing perspective as the RIA category 
increasingly overlaps with other existing desktop and Internet 
application categories. 

 

 Market Overview 
 ZapThink estimates that the total market for RIA will grow to over $700M by 2011. 

 Adobe is currently the biggest and most experienced RIA player, but it faces 
serious challenges on multiple fronts, most notably open source solutions and 
Microsoft, with its relatively new Silverlight technology. 

 Since 2006, ZapThink has seen substantial contraction in the RIA component 
submarket, elimination of the extensions submarket, and consolidation and 
expansion of the RIA environments submarket. 

 Future Trends 
 There is increasing demand for RIA capabilities in the enterprise, although 

people don’t identify the applications that leverage such capabilities as RIAs. 
Rather, RIA capabilities are features of many of those applications. 

 As the line between browser-based and desktop-based applications blurs, and as 
approaches for abstracting functionality and information from user interfaces 
develop, other markets will eventually merge with the RIA market. 
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I. Overview of the Rich Internet Application (RIA) Market 

Combining real-time user interaction with rich user interface and client-side 
capabilities, Rich Internet Applications (RIAs) leverage increasingly sophisticated 
client-side technology to enable users to interact with and compose functionality 
from distributed applications no matter where they are located on the network.  

Generally, RIAs are capable of providing advanced capabilities for user 
interaction, including desktop-like GUI features and data integration. RIAs 
compose, and thus integrate, local and remote sources of data and business 
logic. The most powerful of these RIAs will take advantage of standards-based, 
Service-oriented approaches to integrate all the content, communications, and 
application interfaces it can physically access. However, what is most important 
is that RIAs loosely couple presentation from application logic, allowing 
developers to change server-side logic without breaking the usability of their 
applications. As a result, RIAs make ideal Service consumers in a Service-
Oriented Architecture (SOA).  

This paper delineates the market trends within the RIA market and how it will 
potentially merge with other existing IT market categories, as the greater IT 
industry’s approach to both user interface (UI) technologies and Internet-based 
approaches mature. As the line between browser-based and desktop-based 
applications blurs, and as approaches for abstracting functionality and 
information from user interfaces develop, other markets will eventually merge 
with the currently separately identifiable RIA market.  

As the Internet continues to penetrate every aspect of our lives, both business 
and personal, the distinction between “Internet application” and “application” 
will disappear, rich or not. However, this dissolution of the RIA market as a 
separate market is still several years away, as all indications are that the RIA 
environments market in particular will continue to experience healthy growth for 
years to come. As such, it is possible to size and track the current RIA market as 
it stands. 

1.1. The State of the Rich Internet Application Market 

Macromedia, now part of Adobe Systems, introduced the RIA term in the 1990s 
to delineate products that addressed the limitations at the time in the richness 
of application interfaces, media and content available on the Internet. Today, 
RIAs comprise mostly Web-based applications that have some of the 
characteristics of desktop applications, where the RIA environment typically 
delivers application capabilities via Web browser plug-ins, native browser 
capabilities, or vendor-specific virtual machines. In the past few years, new RIA 
solutions have also emerged to provide desktop capabilities that leverage the 
same technologies available in Web applications.  

As the line between 
browser-based and 
desktop-based 
applications blurs, 
and as approaches 
for abstracting 
functionality and 
information from user 
interfaces develop, 
other markets will 
eventually merge with 
the RIA market. 

ZapThink is an Enterprise Architecture (EA) strategy advisory firm. As a recognized authority and master of 
Service-Oriented Architecture (SOA) and EA, ZapThink provides its audience of IT practitioners, consultants, 
and technology vendors with practical advice, guidance, education, and mentorship solutions that assist 
companies in leveraging SOA to meet their business needs and presenting viable SOA solutions to the 
market. We provide this audience a clear roadmap for standards-based, loosely coupled distributed 
computing – a vision of IT meeting the needs of the agile business. 
 
Earn rewards for reading ZapThink research! Visit www.zapthink.com/credit and enter the code RIA09.  
We’ll reward you with ZapCredits that you can use to obtain free research, ZapGear, and more! For more 
information about ZapThink products and services, please call us at +1-781-207-0203, or drop us an email 
at info@zapthink.com. 
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Adobe, Microsoft, and a number of other vendors utilize the browser extension 
approach to RIAs, with Adobe extending their Flash capabilities through the Flex 
and Adobe Integrated Runtime (AIR) environment, and Microsoft through their 
Silverlight offering. Other vendors, such as Curl and JavaFX from Sun 
Microsystems, similarly have technologies that require additions to native 
browser capabilities. Adobe’s RIA technology leverages the dominant penetration 
of its Flash plug-in, which by its own counting stands at over 90% of all desktops 
on the market as of the date of this report. 

In the past few years, an approach to RIA capabilities emerged that utilized 
native browser technology, most notably JavaScript, DHTML, and XML. These 
disparate approaches, collectively known as Ajax, have matured considerably 
since 2006 as browsers’ standards compliance and JavaScript support has 
improved, diminishing the need for proprietary plug-ins to fill RIA capabilities. 
Many of these Ajax-based RIA approaches are open source offerings, such as 
jQuery, Dojo, Scriptalicious, MooTools, Rico, Prototype, Yahoo!’s Ajax API, and 
others.  

1.2. Identifying RIAs 

In order to be able to quantify the market size, growth, and characteristics of the 
RIA market, it is important to first identify what comprises a Rich Internet 
Application. In the previous report on the RIA market ZapThink produced in July 
2006, Rich Internet Applications: Market Trends and Approaches (ZTR-WS111), 
ZapThink identified three RIA submarkets: RIA components, RIA environments, 
and extensions to IDE suites. This report continues that research and further 
identifies the applications themselves and the extent to which they are richly 
enabled.  

As the RIA market develops, it is becoming clear that the concept of RIA spans 
the gamut of applications from those that barely have any richness to them at all 
in one extreme, to considerably rich and interactive applications that made use 
of a wide range of RIA capabilities in the other. From this perspective, it’s evident 
that an application can have all of the characteristics of an RIA application, none 
of the characteristics, or somewhere in between resulting in a spectrum of richly 
enabled applications.  

In order to quantitatively analyze the RIA market, it is therefore important to 
identify the spectrum of richly enabled applications, as shown in the figure 
below. 

Figure I-1: RIA Spectrum Triangle 

 
Source: ZapThink 
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Utilizing Figure I-1, an organization can classify the richness of its applications 
according to three axes: 

 Richness of Internet Capabilities – The extent to which the application or 
technology leverages the full functionality of the Internet.  

 Richness of User Interface – The extent to which the application or 
technology delivers interactive, deep, and broad user interface (UI) 
capabilities. 

 Richness of Client Capabilities – The extent to which the application 
offers client computing capabilities that utilize the local machine power, 
such as storing information locally, using local memory and disk storage, 
and shifting processing power to the desktop from the server.  

To use Figure I-1, evaluate the application or technology and ask a number of 
specific questions that grade the application according to each axis. For 
example, traditional desktop applications have rich user capabilities, but little if 
no Internet or client capabilities, placing them in the rich UI corner of the RIA 
spectrum triangle. Similarly, traditional client-server applications have both rich 
UI and rich client capabilities, but few Internet capabilities, placing them in the 
middle of those two axes.  

However, the RIA market that this report analyzes falls at the “sweet spot” in the 
center of this triangle, since only those applications that carry a certain measure 
of all the UI, client, and Internet capabilities are truly RIAs. Yet, as described 
earlier, as the other markets pictured on this diagram converge, the sweet spot 
will increasingly cover the majority of new applications, yielding a market with 
little differentiation from others emerging into the space. 

1.3. Overview of the Market 

When Adobe acquired Macromedia in 2005, it also acquired a legacy that 
included Shockwave, Flash, and Flex. This legacy of RIA experience has 
culminated in the recent release of the Adobe Integrated Runtime (AIR), an RIA 
environment that facilitates the construction browser-independent Web 
applications that have many of the features of desktop applications, including 
offline capabilities—in other words, RIAs. The ubiquity of Adobe’s Flash plug-in 
has helped to make the vendor a dominant player in the industry, even though it 
does not have its own browsers, operating systems, or general-purpose 
application development environments.  

In 2008, Adobe increased their presence in the RIA market with their Flex/AIR 
combo and two major RIA releases. Flex Builder 3.0 improved the Eclipse-based 
toolkit, supporting graphical layout of rich, Flash-driven Web GUIs with real-time 
charting, wizards for data binding and Web Services, application profiling. 
Adobe’s bigger story, however, was the debut of AIR, an SDK and runtime for 
packaging and deploying RIAs directly to the desktop with support for offline 
persistence. As a result of its early and dominant presence in the market, Adobe 
commands the lion’s share of revenues for RIA environments, with over 60% of 
total RIA environment license revenue generated in the market. 

Currently, Adobe has the most significant market share of the RIA market as a 
whole. Emerging as a threat, however, to these revenues is Microsoft, with their 
Silverlight and other offerings that generate significant revenues from sales of 
RIA environments and tools for the RIA market. Furthermore, open source 
entrants have rapidly pushed out smaller, niche commercial vendors and 
generate revenue through services sold on top of open source technology. While 
these latter contributors to the RIA market generate small amounts of revenue 

 Vendor Focus 
Adobe 
Macromedia 
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relative to Adobe and Microsoft, their efforts have dramatically impacted the 
projection of the RIA market category since ZapThink last covered the space in 
2006. 

However, while Adobe is currently the biggest and most experienced RIA vendor 
selling commercial RIA licenses, it faces serious challenges on multiple fronts, 
most notably from Microsoft. With its relatively new Silverlight technology, 
Microsoft is making a strong push into the RIA marketplace. While Silverlight is 
still immature compared with Adobe’s offerings, Microsoft’s dominance in 
desktop and Internet application development, as well as its commanding 
market share of Web browsers and desktop operating systems means that it 
should be taken seriously as a threat to Adobe’s commanding share of the 
market. 

Also at the end of 2008, Sun Microsystems released JavaFX, its long-awaited 
entrant in the RIA race. At the time of this writing, however, it’s still too early to 
tell how successful JavaFX will be in the RIA market. But the greatest threat to 
Adobe is Microsoft’s Silverlight, which enables the millions of ASP.NET 
developers to create RIAs. The question still remains, however, how the battle for 
the RIA space will be fought before the time it’s absorbed into other markets. 

At the lightweight end of the RIA spectrum, furthermore, a number of open-
source libraries and toolkits have entered the market, including Dojo, Ext, Rico, 
Google Web Toolkit, jQuery, MooTools, Prototype, Scriptaculous, and Yahoo! User 
Interface. Such vendors typically offer widgets that are useful to programmers 
who want to add a bit of advanced functionality to a page. As open source 
vendors, these companies typically base their business models on professional 
services offerings. Mozilla also plays in this corner of the RIA spectrum, whose 
Prism RIA platform uses the Firefox browser’s core technology to make it 
possible to build RIAs that run directly in the browser. 

As the open-source projects extend their reach, niche commercial players are 
finding opportunities beyond simple RIA development and runtime engines. For 
example, JackBe has evolved their RIA offering has evolved into an enterprise 
mashup platform, while Nexaweb primarily focuses on application modernization. 
Backbase now focuses on the server side of RIA solutions and increased its 
supports for offline capabilities. Laszlo Systems, in turn, focuses on RIA desktop 
solutions for businesses and service providers. 

In addition, many of these niche players have changed their technology 
approaches to the RIA market. Nexaweb offers their Enterprise Web 2.0 Suite, 
which started as a Java-based framework for building client-server applications, 
but today delivers back-end data to Ajax and Java clients. Curl is an RIA platform 
that brings graphics, effects, and customization to Windows, Mac, and Linux 
clients.  

1.4. Qualitative Changes in RIA Market since 2006 

There have been substantial changes in the RIA market since ZapThink last 
published its market research and analysis in 2006. With Adobe, Microsoft, Sun, 
IBM, and others as established vendors in the market, RIAs are now essentially 
mainstream. Market growth has accelerated in certain sectors of the RIA market, 
while it has consolidated or altogether contracted in other sectors. In the 2006 
report, we identified five key application and solution categories that were 
motivating investment in RIA solutions: 

 High Touch Web Interaction – In the earlier report, we identified highly 
interactive and highly transactional applications as a top target for RIA 
investment. While ZapThink has noted that the use of ActiveX and Java 
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have significantly diminished as the preferred means to deliver these 
Web-based applications, we have still not seen wholesale movement of 
existing Web applications to RIA technologies. Indeed, the market of 
static, traditional Web-based applications using simply HTML and HTTP 
remains largely untapped. Combined with the desire to modernize 
legacy applications, this application category provides a great deal of 
future potential for RIA applications.  

 Next-Generation Portals – ZapThink noted in its 2006 report that Web-
based portals have a number of significant limitations that have prevent 
them from providing much of the value that businesses demand. Yet, we 
have not seen significant modernization of existing portal environments 
or much change from traditional portal vendors. ZapThink still believes 
that there is a multi-million, and potentially multi-billion, dollar 
opportunity to convert existing static portals to RIA-based, Service-
oriented composition environments that facilitate the agility, richness, 
and user-enablement customers desire from their information sources.  

 Advanced Business Intelligence/Analytics – One of the areas that 
ZapThink has seen significant progress is the use of RIA solutions for 
advanced business intelligence and analytics applications. End users 
and vendors alike are wise to the idea that Rich Internet Applications 
have much to offer traditional BI and analytics solutions. Some of the 
RIA environment vendors no longer selling general purpose tools are 
now focusing on BI and analytics solutions, and a number of BI vendors 
have added RIA capabilities to their tooling, such as SAP 
BusinessObjects and IBM Cognos. ZapThink sees continued 
enhancement of BI solutions with RIA capabilities throughout the period 
covered in this report.  

 Application Modernization – The transformation of legacy client-server 
and desktop applications into RIA solutions continues to happen, albeit 
at a slow pace. Some of the smaller, niche RIA vendors profiled in the 
previous report, such as Nexaweb, are now focusing primarily on 
application modernization as their go-to-market offering. As such, there 
is certainly enough business to sustain these vendors. However, the 
majority of end user firms have not yet formulated an RIA strategy for 
their legacy applications, and it is not clear if they will intend to do so 
over the course of the next few years. ZapThink believes that new 
application development and enhanced portals provide a greater short-
term opportunity for RIA vendors. 

 Peer-to-Peer Web Applications and Mashups – ZapThink already saw the 
emergence of RIA-based mashups and peer-to-peer applications on the 
market. However, the mashup market failed to materialize as a 
significant area of investment since the last report. Companies like 
Kapow Technologies that focused primarily on mashups as their go-to-
market strategy did not see any significant revenue growth from that 
opportunity and are now repositioning their company to take advantage 
of other opportunities. The above notwithstanding, ZapThink sees that 
forms of the enterprise mashup and Service-Oriented Business 
Application (SOBA) vision will increasingly become RIA-enabled, as 
covered in greater detail below.  

1.5. New RIA Market Motivators from 2009 through 2013 

ZapThink believes that new application development (internal, B2B, and B2C), 
enhancement of portals, and RIA enablement by software vendors as the primary 
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RIA revenue-generating opportunities in the short-term for RIA environment 
vendors. However, we also see the emergence of three application type 
categories that will have significant revenue-generating impact for RIA vendors 
over the next five years: 

 Enterprise Mashups – While the market for enterprise mashup tools and 
products didn’t emerge in a significant manner since the time of the last 
report, increasing adoption of Service-oriented approaches and cloud 
computing continue to move end-user organizations in the direction of 
location-neutral, loosely-coupled, standardized computing interactions. 
Companies that move in that direction will soon be faced with the 
inflexibility of their existing user interfaces, and will have to implement 
some style of RIA. ZapThink believes that enterprise mashups will 
increasingly become a revenue generating application type for RIA 
vendors over the next few years. 

 Social Networking Applications – On the consumer front, the emergence 
of social networking applications such as Facebook, Twitter, MySpace, 
FriendFeed, and others have greatly accelerated the desire for RIAs. Not 
only do consumers desire a desktop application style of interaction, but 
they want it to interact with a rich and diverse set of Internet-based, and 
often Web Services-based set of applications. As a result, we are seeing 
a blossoming of RIA solutions developed specifically for social 
networking applications, such as TweetDeck, twhirl, Social Thing, and 
other applications. Many of these applications are built using Adobe Flex 
and AIR technology since there are few other credible solutions. Ajax, 
ActiveX, Java, and proprietary client-server approaches are rapidly fading 
from popularity for these sorts of RIA solutions. 

 Data-Oriented Composition – Piggy-backing on the growth of mashups 
and RIA-enabled BI solutions, is increased interest in use of RIA to 
facilitate data-oriented mashups and composition. Vendors such as IDV 
Solutions, Kapow Technologies, and others have created RIA solutions 
focused on data-oriented scenarios. This market could be poised for 
rapid expansion in the next few years. 

II. RIA Market Evolution 

ZapThink’s 2006 RIA report identified three core submarkets within the RIA 
market segment: RIA environments consisting of tools, servers, and solutions for 
general RIA development, RIA components consisting of widgets and add-ons 
that enhance third-party or non-RIA environments, and RIA extensions that added 
RIA capabilities to traditional, non-RIA development tools. In the subsequent 
more than two years since the writing of the report, ZapThink has seen 
substantial contraction in the RIA component and extensions markets while 
seeing consolidation and expansion in the RIA environments market. Those 
market changes are further detailed below. 

2.1. The Decline of the RIA Component market 

In the 2006 report, we defined the RIA Component market as vendors who sell 
components or widgets for enhancing existing Web applications with rich Internet 
capabilities. Many of these widgets or components perform individual tasks such 
as grid controls, drag-and-drop data fields, interactive menuing and navigation, 
and asynchronous data exchange. While at the time, RIA component vendors 
represented the largest share of vendors in the RIA market, they did not 
represent the largest share of revenues.  

Since 2006, ZapThink 
has seen substantial 
contraction in the RIA 
component and 
extensions markets 
while seeing 
consolidation and 
expansion in the RIA 
environments market. 
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Many of those vendors (including Nitobi, e-Business Applications, Zapatec, ZK, 
and others) have since found that customer demand for commercial RIA 
components made by proprietary vendors have failed to materialize. In part, this 
is because these vendors failed to establish the value proposition for buying RIA 
components from vendors separate from their RIA environment suppliers. Also, 
the emergence of major open source RIA tooling such as jQuery, Prototype, 
Scriptalicious, Dojo, Rico, and others with support for a wide variety of 
components and widgets (many supplied by the developer community), has put a 
crimp in the need for third-party, commercial RIA component suppliers. ZapThink 
predicts that the RIA components market will continue to diminish over the next 
few years. 

2.2. Consolidation in the RIA Environments market 

Conversely, while the RIA components market are shrinking to oblivion, the RIA 
environment markets are showing significant growth. In 2006, we projected that 
the overall RIA components market would be around $180 Million, of which 30% 
would be allocated to license sales. According to our most recent research, 
license sales alone account for almost $100 million of total revenues, with 
additional revenues pushing the total RIA environments market above $180 
million.  

While that’s certainly a good sign for incumbents in the RIA environment, niche 
RIA environment vendors and new entrants will find that the market is favoring 
significant consolidation. Within the market for commercial RIA environment 
tools and servers, Adobe and Microsoft together command the lion’s share of 
total revenues, with other large incumbents such as IBM and others pushing RIA 
environments of their own.  

The RIA environments markets will continue to show aggressive and rapid 
growth, but the overall market will significantly consolidate, leaving a handful of 
players owning 90% of the total market opportunity. The last few years have seen 
the exit, stagnation, or refocusing of a number of RIA environment vendors 
including Altio (Integra SP), Backbase, Curl, ICEsoft, Ideo Technologies, JackBe, 
Nexaweb, and others. 

2.3. Ambiguity in the RIA Extensions market 

Finally, ZapThink covered the RIA extensions market in its prior report, focusing 
on efforts by Borland, IBM, Microsoft, TIBCO, and Sun Microsystems to extend 
the capabilities of their existing software development toolsets with RIA 
capabilities. These vendors continue to add RIA capabilities to their product 
offerings, but the line between what is considered an RIA extension or part of the 
RIA environments market is becoming increasingly blurred. Microsoft in 
particular is not making any effort to separate products focused on RIA solutions 
from those primarily for non-RIA development. As such, it is hard to ascertain 
how license, maintenance, and service revenue can be allocated across the 
markets. Since the market for RIA extensions is becoming increasingly 
ambiguous and indiscernible with regards to RIA environments, ZapThink 
combines these two submarkets into the RIA environments and extensions 
submarket and track expenditures in this joint submarket together.  

2.4. Microsoft’s RIA Market Penetration  

Microsoft first introduced Silverlight 1.0 in April 2007. However, it wasn’t until 
the release of Silverlight 2 that Microsoft the technology was fully baked and 
became a viable alternative to Adobe Flash. The Windows Presentation 
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Foundation (WPF) is at the core of Microsoft Silverlight. Essentially, Silverlight is 
WPF with the hardware-specific elements removed in order to provide a “WPF 
anywhere” executable that runs with the free Silverlight browser plug-in on any 
operating system that supports the plug-in. It’s possible to support WPF-based 
Windows applications to Silverlight by removing these hardware dependencies. 

Whereas Adobe claims over 90% of desktop PCs have Flash capabilities, 
Microsoft reports that 25% of PCs currently have the Silverlight plug-in, as of 
February 2009. Cross-platform support for Silverlight currently includes Windows 
and Mac OS. Linux support is in the works via the “Moonlight” project out of 
Novell’s Mono division. Moonlight will be open source. Given this cross-platform 
strategy, the current focus of Silverlight are RIAs and media experiences 
(primarily video). Future opportunities include casual gaming and other 
application categories. They are supporting CLR languages (C#, Visual Basic, 
etc.), ActionScript, and JavaScript.  

Microsoft is working with the Eclipse Foundation to bring Silverlight to Eclipse. 
Initially the Silverlight Eclipse module will support Windows, but Mac OS and 
Linux support is on the roadmap. The Eclipse module will be free. Microsoft 
realizes that it’s difficult to “compete with free” (i.e., Eclipse and other open 
source offerings), so they continue to focus on an attractive price/performance 
combination. 

Despite their latest, credible entry in the market, Microsoft still faces challenges 
and stiff competition in gaining and retaining customers. MLB.com, which 
switched from Flash to Silverlight 1.0 to stream live baseball games beginning in 
August 2007, dropped Silverlight in November, 2008 and signed a two-year deal 
with Adobe to use Flash again for live streaming. Nevertheless, Microsoft touts 
several high profile Silverlight customers who have developed significant RIA 
capabilities on the platform, including live streaming of the inauguration of 
Barack Obama and the 2008 Summer Olympics. 

Microsoft created Silverlight fundamentally for line of business (LOB) developers 
who already worked on the Microsoft platform. Microsoft sees their short term 
addressable market for Silverlight to be underserved Microsoft developers that 
wish to develop RIAs but who have been unsatisfied by other tools on the 
market. They are seeking to leverage IDE and server platform experience among 
this audience.  

Fundamentally, Microsoft’s core Silverlight business model focuses on three go-
to-market approaches for RIA: sales of Visual Studio development products, 
additional sales of Windows Server licenses (often as a part of enterprise site 
licenses), and sales of Microsoft Expression Studio. The core Silverlight 
development tool is Microsoft Expression Blend, a part of Microsoft Expression 
Studio, and which also includes Design, Web, Media, and Encoder.  

Expression Blend is a direct competitor of Adobe Flash and Flex development 
tools, as it enables the creation of RIAs following the timeline metaphor similar to 
that of Flash development environments. Microsoft encourages designers to 
purchase Expression Studio, while developers receive Silverlight tooling through 
Visual Studio, typically as part of their MSDN subscriptions. Where Microsoft 
aims the Expression Studio at designers and other creative personnel, Visual 
Studio is expressly for the Microsoft developer. 

Microsoft reports that they sold around 500,000 licenses of Expression Studio in 
2008. However, most users of Blend obtain their licenses through MSDN 
subscriptions or enterprise site licenses, which results in somewhat opaque 
understanding of the specific applications purchased under the subscription. 
Microsoft reports that up to 25% of an estimated 4 million Microsoft developers 
have MSDN subscriptions, and Microsoft also often bundles Expression 
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subscriptions in enterprise license deals. Retail (shrink-wrap) sales only account 
for a small, but growing channel for the Expression Suite. 

2.5. Open Source Trends Impacting RIA Market 

As mentioned above, the emergence of strong open source offerings for RIA 
environment solutions is having a significant impact on the RIA environment 
market as a whole. Offerings from open source projects such as jQuery, Dojo, 
Rico, OpenLaszlo, Google and Yahoo! UI tools, Scriptalicious, MooTools, and 
Prototype are all dampening the market for commercial RIA licenses. As such, if 
the market increasingly trends towards preferring open source offerings, we can 
expect to see continued dampening of RIA environment license demand. 

On the other hand, expanded use of open source RIA environment solutions is 
increasing demand for RIA service revenue in this sector. This trend is primarily 
due to the fact that open source offerings require more effort from end users to 
tailor them to their specific needs. The lack of customer and product support 
also increases the overall demand for RIA service revenue. As such, ZapThink 
expects RIA service revenue to increase as customers increasingly implement 
open source solutions. 

2.6. Increasing Role of Data Access in RIAs 

As RIAs have matured, there has been an increasing market for data access 
solutions that form the foundation of the UI. Adobe in particular has seen 
dramatic growth of its LiveCycle Data Services product, almost entirely as a 
result of the growth of Flex Builder. Adobe LiveCycle Data Services ES software is 
a framework for streamlining the development of RIAs using Adobe Flex software 
and the Adobe AIR runtime. It software simplifies data management problems 
such as tracking changes, synchronization, paging, and conflict resolution. 

While Adobe sells LiveCycle Data Services as a licensed product, Microsoft 
includes similar capabilities in .NET. The latest version of Microsoft Silverlight 
includes classes for data access over XML-based Web services, REST, WCF 
Services and in particular, ADO.NET Data Services, which are built around .NET. 
However, because ADO.NET Data Services are not specific to Silverlight, and 
because Microsoft doesn’t sell them as a licensed product, it would be 
misleading to include LiveCycle Data Services revenue in the overall RIA 
environments market. In fact, Adobe stands alone as the only vendor who offers 
a commercial RIA-specific data access licensed product. 

2.7. Macroeconomic factors impacting RIA growth 

The biggest change in the overall RIA markets since 2006 is the significant 
downturn of the global economy, which is placing extensive downward pressure 
on overall IT expenditures. Even though the economic downturn and consequent 
reduction in IT expenditures is not RIA related, it will have specific, but 
undetermined, effect on the growth of the RIA markets over the next few years. 

The biggest reason why the economic downturn might impact RIA revenue more 
significantly than other areas of IT investment are because in times of belt 
tightening, companies tend to focus on immediate, short-term cost containment 
and high priority activities. Since RIA solutions are still seen as “nice to have” 
and discretionary expenditures, we might expect to see canceled, rescheduled, 
down-sized, or otherwise modified RIA projects that might have otherwise been in 
the plan for the year. Until RIA solutions are seen as “must haves,” a long period 
of economic turmoil will serve to depress overall RIA expenditure. 
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That being said, in markets of contraction, end users tend to favor incumbents 
and existing technology suppliers. This will work in favor of existing suppliers 
such as Adobe, Microsoft, and IBM, who have long-term engagements with their 
end-user customers. Risk averse behavior tends to favor companies that have 
already managed to become part of the IT ecosystem. The recession, therefore, 
is more likely to hurt the smaller players in the market, while Adobe and 
Microsoft will likely end up the winners when the economy recovers. 

III. RIA Market Survey Results 

As part of the general market analysis and research ZapThink conducted for this 
report, ZapThink conducted an online survey in January-February 2009 and 
received 74 viable responses. The results are summarized in the charts below. 

Figure III-1: Distribution of Job Role for Respondents to Survey 

 

 
Source: ZapThink 

The figure above illustrates that about half of the respondents identified 
themselves as managers, and about 20% as enterprise architects or consultants, 
respectively. Note that ZapThink’s audience skews toward the enterprise 
architect, which explains the high number of such professionals responding to 
the survey. 
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Figure III-2: Which RIA Technologies Respondents Use 
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Source: ZapThink 

Figure III-2 illustrates the predominance of JavaScript for RIA development. Note, 
however, that combining Adobe Flash and Adobe Flex yields a result about as 
high as for JavaScript, while combining Microsoft’s technologies—ActiveX and 
Silverlight—yields a significantly smaller result.  

Figure III-3: What Percent of Current RIA Projects Are Represented by Given Categories 
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Source: ZapThink 

Figure III-3 above illustrates RIA projects that respondents invested in within the 
past three years. The results likely skew toward enterprise applications because 
of the enterprise-centric nature of the ZapThink audience. Taking the three 
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responses in Figure III-3 that concern internal vs. external use of RIAs, and only 
considering the subset of respondents who provided answers to these questions 
that totaled 100%, the division among RIAs built for internal purposes, for 
general consumers and the public, and for third parties within a controlled 
environment appears in Figure III-4 below. 

Figure III-4: Internal, External, and Controlled Third Party Users 

Internal vs. External Users

Third Parties

Public

Internal Users

 
Source: ZapThink 

Figure III-4 above shows that respondents indicated that 57% of their RIAs were 
for internal use, while 26% were for general consumers or the public, and the 
remaining 17% were intended for partners or other controlled third parties.  

In addition, Figure III-5 below illustrates the percentage of users who are 
targeting their RIA applications exclusively for enterprise use, consumer use, 
social networking use: 

Figure III-5: RIA By Type of Application 

RIA Type
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Consumer
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Source: ZapThink 

Figure III-5 above shows that respondents indicated that 70% of their RIAs were 
for enterprise use, while 23% were for general consumers or the public, and the 
remaining 7% were intended for social networking applications.  
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Figure III-6: What RIA Technologies Respondents Expect to Use in the Future 
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Source: ZapThink 

Figure III-6 above illustrates future investment in RIA technologies. Note that Ajax 
and Silverlight show the most dramatic increase between future plans and 
current investments. One particularly interesting data point in the above survey 
results is that Figure III-2 illustrates that the fewest survey respondents indicated 
that Silverlight is the RIA technology they currently use, but in Figure III-6 above, 
results show that a greater number of respondents indicated a preference for 
Silverlight over Flex for future applications. This trend might indicate a shift to 
Silverlight’s favor. 

Figure III-7 through Figure III-9 below illustrate the various capabilities that 
respondents consider to be characteristic of RIAs.  

Figure III-7: What Internet Capabilities are Characteristic of RIAs 
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The most interesting result in the above survey analysis is that more respondents 
indicated that their application consumes XML than uses HTML over HTTP, which 
is a significant shift from the patterns the 2006 report indicated, where most 
RIAs still exhibited traditional Web behaviors and protocols. 

Figure III-8: What User Interface Capabilities are Characteristic of RIAs 
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Source: ZapThink 

Figure III-9: What Client-Side Capabilities are Characteristic of RIAs 
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3.1. End-User Interviews 

ZapThink interviewed a number of enterprise end-users who responded to the 
survey to obtain more information about the context for RIAs in their 
environments. The single consistent theme across these interviews is the 
enterprise context for RIAs. Because these practitioners are architects, their 
scope of interest covers the entire enterprise application environment. Within 
this context, RIAs are the user interface component of broader enterprise 
applications. 

For those architects who are implementing Service-Oriented Architecture (SOA), 
the RIA story focuses on the Service consumer, which is the software that 
consumes Services in the SOA context. Such consumers don’t necessarily have 
user interfaces, but when they do, RIAs typically meet the needs of the business 
more than traditional browser interfaces or desktop applications. As a result, 
there is increasing demand for RIA capabilities in the enterprise, although people 
don’t identify the applications that leverage such capabilities as RIAs. Rather, RIA 
capabilities are features of those applications. 

Many survey respondents indicated a preference for Adobe technologies for 
enterprise RIAs, including both AIR as well as Flex. Even within Microsoft-centric 
environments, there is resistance to considering Silverlight solutions for the core 
technology for Service consumers and other front ends for enterprise 
applications. There is also substantial penetration of JavaScript and Ajax in 
general, but Adobe technologies still have the upper hand in the enterprise. 

IV. RIA Market Estimates and Predictions 

ZapThink estimates that the overall RIA market will grow from about $220M in 
2008 to over $700M by 2011. Figure IV-1 below illustrates the overall RIA 
market. Particularly noticeable is the decline in the RIA components market we 
discussed in section 2.1. Due to a combination of free components on the 
market, RIA environments containing an increasing set of components, and the 
prevalence of open source offerings more broadly will mitigate the potential 
revenue growth of this segment of the market. 

Figure IV-1: Overall RIA Markets 
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Furthermore, Figure IV-1 doesn’t contain any data on the RIA extensions market, 
as this market has largely ceased to exist as a separate market, as we explained 
in section 2.3. As a result, we’ve merged any RIA extensions market share into 
the RIA environments portion of the market. Furthermore, this report excludes 
data access software license revenue, as we explained in section 2.6 above. 

Figure IV-2 below breaks out RIA environment, maintenance, and license 
revenue. ZapThink expects RIA maintenance revenue to remain consistently at 
approximately 15% of the license revenue figure, reflecting the typical 
maintenance/license revenue ratio in the broader software market. However, 
ZapThink is predicting that the consulting/services revenue will increase as a 
percentage of license revenue, due primarily to the fact that open source 
business models center on such revenues. As a result, the increasing 
predominance of the consulting/services portion of RIA market size reflects the 
increasing penetration of open source offerings relative to commercial offerings 
in the market. The estimate for 2008, as well as growth predictions for the next 
three years, are in Figure IV-2 below. 

Figure IV-2: RIA Environment Market Size by Revenue Source 
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Source: ZapThink 

In Figure IV-3 below, ZapThink illustrates a greater than expected market for RIA 
environment license revenue than ZapThink predicted in our 2006 report. This 
difference is due to Adobe's success in the marketplace, as well as its reliance 
on a traditional licensing-based business model, which have accounted for 
greater than expected licensing revenue in this market to date. ZapThink expects 
such license revenue to continue to grow, although the majority will continue to 
reflect Adobe’s solid leadership in this market. In addition, the license revenue 
figures include subscription revenues, for example, due to MSDN subscriptions. 
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Figure IV-3: RIA Environment License Revenue 
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V. Conclusions 

Flash has a significant head start and adoption of the technology remains strong, 
as does the adoption of Adobe AIR. Users have installed the most recent version 
of Flash, Flash 10, on more than 55% of computers worldwide in the first two 
months of its release and surpassed 80% adoption within six months of its 
release, the fastest installation rate of any versions of the technology. 
Furthermore, AIR reached nearly 100 million installations in less than a year 
from its release. In fact, Flash is actually gaining momentum since Microsoft 
released Silverlight. 

Although Silverlight has scored some high-profile customers, enterprise 
developers have said its adoption among businesses has been poor, even 
though conventional wisdom would imply that Microsoft’s historical strength in 
that market and the ability of developers to use .NET tools to build Silverlight 
applications would cause Silverlight to gain ground on Adobe’s tools. That being 
said, it’s never safe to discount Microsoft. By expanding its Silverlight business 
model into MSDN subscriptions, Windows Server licenses, shrink-wrap products, 
and enterprise site licenses, Microsoft is gaining ground in many areas. 

Adobe, therefore, can rest assured they will continue to lead the RIA license 
revenue market for several years to come, but they nevertheless risk dropping 
the ball if they become complacent. In a fundamental way, this market will go to 
which of these two vendors is better able to overcome their core weaknesses: 
Adobe’s focus on the creative contributor, and Microsoft’s single-platform 
centricity.  

5.1. Key Notes 

 As the line between browser-based and desktop-based applications 
blurs, and as approaches for abstracting functionality and information 
from user interfaces develop, other markets will eventually merge with 
the RIA market. 

 The concept of RIA spans the gamut of applications from those that 
barely have any richness to them at all in one extreme, to considerably 
rich and interactive applications that made use of a wide range of RIA 
capabilities in the other. 

 Adobe is currently the biggest and most experienced RIA player, but it 
faces serious challenges on multiple fronts, most notably from 
Microsoft, with its relatively new Silverlight technology. 

 There have been substantial changes in the RIA market since 2006. 
Market growth has accelerated in certain sectors of the RIA market, 
while it has consolidated or altogether contracted in other sectors. 

 ZapThink sees that forms of the enterprise mashup and Service-
Oriented Business Application vision will increasingly become RIA-
enabled. 

 Since 2006, ZapThink has seen substantial contraction in the RIA 
component and extensions markets while seeing consolidation and 
expansion in the RIA environments market. 

 Microsoft still faces challenges and stiff competition in gaining and 
retaining customers.  
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subscriptions, 
Windows Server 
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licenses, Microsoft is 
gaining ground in 
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 Until RIA solutions are seen as “must haves,” a long period of economic 
turmoil will serve to depress overall RIA expenditure. 

 There is increasing demand for RIA capabilities in the enterprise, 
although people don’t identify the applications that leverage such 
capabilities as RIAs. Rather, RIA capabilities are features of those 
applications. 

 By expanding its Silverlight business model into MSDN subscriptions, 
Windows Server licenses, shrink-wrap products, and enterprise site 
licenses, Microsoft is gaining ground in many areas. 
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