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RAD Is Not No-Code: Why Delphi Still Domi-
nates Windows Desktop Development After
30 Years

By Dr. Holger Flick

The no-code movement is having its moment. Articles proclaim its death, its rebirth, its transformation. But amid
all this noise, there's a critical distinction being lost:

Rapid Application Development (RAD) is not no-code, and the difference matters more than ever.

I've been building Windows desktop applications with Delphi for three decades. During that time, I've watched
trends come and go—from the CASE tool revolution to today's no-code platforms. And I've learned something
important: there's a vast difference between tools that eliminate coding and tools that accelerate coding through

intelligent design.

The Fundamental Difference: RAD vs No-Code
Let's clear this up immediately, because the confusion undermines both approaches.
No-code platforms aim to eliminate programming entirely. They provide visual interfaces where non-developers

can build applications by dragging, dropping, and configuring. The promise is simple: "You don't need to know
how to code."

RAD platforms like Delphi take a completely different approach. They don't eliminate coding—they amplify it.

RAD tools assume you're a developer and provide you with:

» Visual designers that generate actual source code

« Component-based architecture that you can extend and customize
* Full access to the underlying programming language

» The ability to drop down to any level of abstraction when needed

The distinction is crucial: No-code replaces developers. RAD empowers them.
When someone criticizes Delphi as "just clicking components,” they're missing the forest for the trees. Yes, you
can visually design a form in Delphi. But behind every component is Object Pascal code that you can view,

modify, extend, or completely rewrite. You're not trapped in a black box—you're working with a sophisticated
code generation and management system that happens to have an exceptional visual layer.

Why This Matters for Windows Desktop Development

No-code platforms excel at certain use cases: internal tools, simple CRUD apps, basic workflows. But when
you need to build serious, performant, native Windows applications, the limitations become painfully clear.
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Desktop applications have unique requirements that no-code platforms struggle with:

< Direct hardware access and system integration

* High-performance graphics and Ul rendering

e Complex threading and background operations

» Extensive use of Windows APIs

« Professional-grade user experiences that don't look "templated"
* Applications that run independently without cloud dependencies

This is where Delphi's RAD approach shines. You get the speed of visual development without sacrificing power,
performance, or flexibility.

The 5 Strengths of Delphi's RAD Approach for Windows Desktop
Development

1. True Native Compilation with Zero Compromise

Delphi compiles to native x86/x64 machine code. Not bytecode that runs in a VM. Not JavaScript in an Electron
wrapper. Real compiled executables.

What this means in practice:

e Startup times measured in milliseconds, not seconds

< Memory usage in megabytes, not gigabytes (a basic Delphi app might use 15MB; an equivalent Electron

app easily consumes 200MB+)
« Direct CPU execution without interpreter overhead

* Single executable deployment with no runtime dependencies

« Performance that matches or exceeds C++ for Ul-intensive operations

When you're building professional Windows applications—whether it's financial software, engineering tools, or
specialized business apps—this performance difference is the gap between acceptable and exceptional user
experiences.

2. Component-Based Architecture That You Actually Control

Critics sometimes dismiss Delphi's component model as "not real coding." This fundamentally misunderstands
how the system works.

When you drop a TBut t on on a form in Delphi, you're not creating a configuration entry in some proprietary
format. You're instantiating an object whose source code you can view and whose behavior you can completely
customize. Every component is:

* Fully documented with source code available

» Extensible through inheritance—create your own descendant classes
e Configurable at design-time and runtime

¢ Composable—build complex components from simpler ones

« Integrated with the IDE—but not locked into it
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This is architecture, not automation. You're working with a visual representation of object-oriented code, not
replacing code with visual substitutes.

Need a button with custom behavior? Inherit from TBut t on and override the methods you need. Need a
specialized data grid? Extend TDBG i d with your business logic. Need something completely custom? Build
it from TW nCont r ol or even from scratch.

This is RAD: you move fast when you can, and you code precisely when you must.

3. Unmatched Database Integration and Data-Aware Architecture

For the past 30 years, if you needed to build a database-driven Windows application, Delphi was often the
obvious choice. The data-aware component architecture remains one of the most elegant solutions to desktop
database development ever created.

The beauty of Delphi's database approach:

* Visual data binding that generates real code connecting Ul to data sources
« Live data preview at design time—see your actual database records in the IDE
* Transactional control with proper commit/rollback handling

« Built-in support for virtually every database engine (SQL Server, Oracle, PostgreSQL, MySQL, SQLite,

InterBase, and countless others)
- Buffered datasets that intelligently manage memory and network traffic

What makes this RAD rather than no-code? You have complete control over the SQL, the transaction bound-
aries, the data transformation logic, and the business rules. The visual designers handle the boilerplate; you
write the intelligence.

Building a master-detail-detail form with filtered lookups and calculated fields? In a no-code platform, you'd be
fighting against the abstractions. In Delphi, it's an afternoon's work, and you control every aspect of the behavior.

4. Windows API Mastery with Modern Abstraction

Delphi gives you both worlds: high-level components for rapid development and direct access to the Windows
API when you need it.

This duality is what separates RAD from no-code:

» High-level VCL components wrap common Windows functionality with sensible defaults
« Direct API access available anytime through straightforward P/Invoke-like declarations
* No artificial barriers—if Windows can do it, Delphi can do it

« Decades of community knowledge solving virtually every Windows integration challenge

Need to integrate with Active Directory? There's a component for that, but you can also call the APIs directly.
Need custom shell integration? Implement the shell extension interfaces. Need low-level keyboard hooks?
Access them directly. Need to support Windows 11's new features? Call the APls.

The RAD components handle the 80% case beautifully. The open architecture lets you handle the remaining
20% without switching languages or tools.
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5. From Prototype to Production Without Rebuilding

Perhaps the most underrated aspect of Delphi's RAD approach: what you build quickly isn't a throw-away
prototype. It's production code.

This is the fatal flaw of many no-code platforms. They're fantastic for MVP development, but when you hit their
ceiling, you have to rebuild from scratch in a "real" programming environment. With Delphi's RAD approach,
you're already writing real code from day one.

The progression is natural:

1. Prototype rapidly using visual designers and stock components
2. Refine the architecture as requirements become clear

3. Optimize performance in specific hotspots

4. Extend functionality with custom components and libraries

5.

Deploy professionally with installers, updates, and proper versioning

At no point do you hit a wall requiring a platform migration. You're building on a foundation that scales from quick
prototypes to million-line enterprise applications.

When RAD Outperforms No-Code (and When It Doesn't)

To be clear: this isn't about claiming RAD is superior to no-code in all contexts. They serve different purposes.

No-code excels at:

* Internal business tools for non-technical teams

e Simple CRUD applications with standard workflows

* Quick automation of repetitive tasks

« Prototypes that genuinely are throw-away

*  Empowering business users to solve their own problems

Delphi's RAD approach excels at:

* Professional Windows desktop applications

» High-performance, data-intensive software

* Applications requiring deep Windows integration

e Software products that must be maintained for years or decades

< Development by teams who understand programming and want to move faster

The key insight: if you're a developer or development team, RAD tools like Delphi multiply your productivity

without limiting your capabilities. If you're not a developer and don't want to become one, no-code platforms
offer value that RAD tools cannot match.

The Future: RAD and Modern Development

Some argue that RAD is outdated, that everyone should be writing React components or building cloud-native
applications. But this misses an important reality: Windows desktop applications aren't going anywhere.

Businesses still need:
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» Specialized tools that run offline or in air-gapped environments
« Applications with millisecond-level response times

« Software that integrates deeply with Windows

« Tools that handle sensitive data without cloud dependencies

« Programs that work reliably on legacy systems

For these scenarios, Delphi's RAD approach remains not just viable but optimal.

And contrary to popular belief, Delphi isn't frozen in time. Modern Delphi includes:

< High-DPI and 4K display support

*  Windows 11 integration

* Modern Ul frameworks (VCL and FMX)

« Extensive third-party libraries and components
« Active development and regular updates

» Cross-platform capabilities when needed

The RAD paradigm adapts to new requirements while maintaining its core promise: letting skilled developers
build faster without sacrificing power.

Al: The Next Multiplier for RAD Development

Here's where things get really interesting. If you've been following the development tools landscape in early
2026, you know that Al-assisted coding has moved from experimental to essential. GitHub Copilot, Cursor,
Claude Code, and numerous other Al coding assistants have fundamentally changed how developers work.

And this is where RAD's philosophy becomes even more powerful: Al eliminates the exact kind of boilerplate

code that RAD was designed to reduce.

Think about it. The original promise of RAD tools like Delphi was: "Why write tedious form initialization code
when we can generate it from a visual designer?" Al coding assistants take this same principle and extend it to
everything:

< Event handler scaffolding: Al can generate the initial structure for button clicks, data validation, or complex

workflows
« Database access code: Describe what you need, and Al writes the SQL and data access logic

« APl integration: Point Al at documentation and get working integration code

* Ul component customization: Describe behavior modifications and let Al generate the descendant class

code
« Test generation: Al can create comprehensive test cases from your implementation

« Code refactoring: Modernize patterns or optimize algorithms with Al assistance

The synergy is powerful: Delphi's RAD approach handles the visual layout and component architecture, while
Al assistants handle the routine coding tasks within that structure. You're working at an even higher level of
abstraction, focusing on architecture and business logic while Al and RAD handle the mechanics.

The Current Reality: RAD Studio's Al Gap
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Let's be honest about where we are in early 2026. While Visual Studio Code, Visual Studio, JetBrains IDES,
and other modern development environments have deep Al integration—with tools like Copilot, Claude Code
integration, and native Al assistants—RAD Studio's code editor hasn't caught up.

If you're working in Delphi today and you've experienced Al-assisted development in other languages, you feel
the gap. Features that developers using TypeScript, Python, or C# take for granted—inline code suggestions,
Al-powered refactoring, context-aware completions, natural language to code generation—simply aren't avail-
able in the RAD Studio IDE.

This is frustrating because the potential is obvious. Imagine combining:

« Delphi's visual form designer with Al that understands component relationships

* The VCL/FMX frameworks with Al trained on 30 years of patterns and best practices

* RAD Studio's refactoring tools enhanced with Al-powered suggestions

« Code completion that actually understands Object Pascal idioms and your codebase context
« Documentation generation that leverages the rich type information Delphi maintains

The Object Pascal language, with its explicit type system and clear syntax, would actually be ideal for
Al assistance. Al models tend to work better with languages that have unambiguous structure and strong
typing—which describes Delphi perfectly.

What's Coming: Reading the Tea Leaves

Here's where it gets intriguing. If you attended CodeRage 2025 last December, you saw Embarcadero
demonstrating several Al-related initiatives. While details remain scarce, the company clearly understands that
Al integration isn't optional—it's table stakes for modern development tools.

We saw glimpses of:
« Al-assisted code generation experiments
« Natural language query systems for component properties

< Intelligent code completion prototypes
¢ Automated documentation features

Embarcadero has been characteristically tight-lipped about timelines and specific features, but reading between
the lines of their presentations and considering the competitive pressure from other IDEs, something is coming.

And when it arrives, it could be transformative. Consider what Al could do specifically for RAD development:
Design-Time Intelligence: "Create a master-detail form for customers and orders with inline editing and
validation." Al generates not just the form layout but the data module, queries, and event handlers.
Component Selection: "l need a grid that supports virtual mode, custom drawing, and Excel export.” Al
suggests specific VCL/FMX components or third-party options and generates configuration code.

Migration Assistance: "Convert this legacy BDE code to FireDAC." Al handles the mechanical translation while
flagging semantic differences that need human review.

APl Wrapper Generation: Point Al at a REST API documentation, and get complete Delphi wrapper classes
with error handling and type-safe interfaces.

Pattern Application: "Implement the repository pattern for this data module.” Al generates the interfaces,
implementations, and dependency injection setup.

The key advantage for Embarcadero: they control the entire stack—the compiler, the frameworks, the IDE, and
decades of accumulated knowledge about how Delphi developers work. That gives them unique opportunities
for Al integration that generic coding assistants can't match.

Holger's Code Page 6 of 9


https://holgerscode.com

The Pragmatic Approach for 2026
While we wait for official Al features in RAD Studio, pragmatic developers are finding workarounds:

« External Al assistants: Using Claude, ChatGPT, or Copilot in side-by-side windows to generate Delphi

code snippets
e Cursor editor: Some developers write code in Cursor (with its excellent Al features) then import into RAD

Studio
* Al-powered documentation: Using Al to understand and document legacy codebases

- Codereview assistance: Having Al review Delphi code for potential issues or modernization opportunities

It's not seamless, but it's better than nothing. And it proves the concept: Al and RAD are natural partners, not
competitors.

Why This Matters for RAD's Future

The no-code article we started with talks about how Al is "throwing rocket fuel" on no-code development. But
here's the thing: Al throws even more rocket fuel on RAD development.

Why? Because Al works best when:

* There's actual code to generate, analyze, and refactor

* The underlying platform has rich type information and clear patterns
< Developers can verify and modify what Al produces

* The architecture supports composition and extension

No-code platforms get Al-assisted configuration. RAD platforms get Al-assisted programming. The ceiling for
RAD + Al is much, much higher.

When Embarcadero (inevitably) ships robust Al features in RAD Studio, Delphi developers will experience
something remarkable: the speed of visual design, the power of native code, and the intelligence of Al
assistance—all working together.

That's not just incremental improvement. That's a fundamental shift in what's possible with desktop application
development.

The Bottom Line: Know Your Tools

The article that inspired this post talks about no-code evolving into "low-friction engineering." That's an
interesting phrase, and it highlights something important: the best tools reduce friction without eliminating
control.

That's exactly what RAD has always been about.

Delphi isn't no-code. It's never tried to be. Instead, it's a sophisticated development environment that respects
developer expertise while dramatically reducing the tedious aspects of Windows application development.

When someone dismisses Delphi as "just clicking components,” they're revealing their misunderstanding of the
tool. Those components are object-oriented code. The visual designer is a code generator. The entire system
is designed to let developers work at the highest level of abstraction appropriate for each task.

RAD means writing less boilerplate, not less code. RAD means working faster, not with less skill. RAD

means building professional applications quickly, not building toys indefinitely.
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After 30 years of using Delphi, I'm more convinced than ever that the RAD approach will outlast the current
no-code wave, just as it outlasted CASE tools, 4GL languages, and every other "developers are obsolete” trend.

Why? Because the best tools don't replace expertise—they amplify it.
Related Reading:

* The original article: No-Code Is Dying And Honestly, It's About Time
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INDEPENDENT - AD-FREE - READER-SUPPORTED

Free to read. Not free to make.

Every tutorial, article, and line of example code on Holger's Code is published without a paywall
and without ads. This page is about what keeps it that way.

Professional work, published free

The content here is held to the same standard as professional client work: every tutorial is built as a real project,
tested against current versions, documented step by step, and revisited when the frameworks move on. A single
in-depth tutorial routinely takes days — and that's before the bills behind it: servers, storage, build infrastructure,
licenses, and the hardware everything is verified on.

If an article or tutorial here has saved you an afternoon of debugging, taught you a technique, or helped you
ship, it created real value for you. Supporting it isn't charity — it's paying for professional work you found useful,
at whatever price you choose. And if you can't, keep reading anyway. That's what the free part means.

Ways to support

KO-FI

Buy me a coffee
A one-time tip — no account, no subscription, any amount.

BOOKS & COURSES

Buy the paid work

The paid tier of everything published free here — and you get something lasting in return.

SPREAD THE WORD

Share an article
Send a tutorial to a colleague, cite an article, subscribe to the RSS feed.

Nothing here goes behind a paywall, whether you chip in or not. But if something on this site earned its keep
today, this is where to say so.

Support on Ko-fi —
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