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Visual FoxPro 
Strategy at 
Microsoft
Historical overview of the 15 year evolution 
and strategy of Visual FoxPro at Microsoft

Ken Levy

Microsoft will never release VFP source code into 
open source because there is no business reason to do 
so and a list of reasons not to. The evolution of VFP 
goes on into the next decade with new and enhanced 
products that work with VFP, community projects 
such as VFPX, and of course the VFP community it-
self.

Microsoft’s Early FoxPro Strategy
The purchase of Fox Software for $173 million in 1992 was 
very strategic for Microsoft, and was the biggest corporate 
purchase Microsoft had ever made up until that time. As-
ton-Tate's dBase was still popular, Borland had Paradox, 
and there was PowerBuilder as the king of client/server 
tools. Microsoft needed three things from the Fox Software 
deal - the Fox developer team, the Fox technology, and the 
customer market share of FoxPro/FoxBase. Microsoft was 
just starting work on Access and it was more targeting power users, but there was still some overlap. Visual 
Basic was still in its early days.

There was an estimated 500,000 FoxPro developers at the peak around 1995, and millions of comput-
ers with FoxPro apps running (either DOS or Windows based). It took almost 4 years, not until after VFP 
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5.0, for Microsoft to focus more strategy around VB 
and less for VFP. Basically, the VFP customer base 
and sales went from increasing to decreasing, as 
the saying goes in business: if you aren't growing, 
you’re dying.

In the initial years after the Fox Software merg-
er, Microsoft put a huge effort and lots of resources 
into creating VFP 3.0. There were about 50 people 
on the Fox team with a big marketing budget. In 
the following years, both Access and VB grew in 
market share and also competed in ways with the 
VFP market (and messaging), and by the time VFP 
5.0 was released, many upper managers wanted 
Microsoft to just end VFP there. In fact, they did 
for a short time. I was there, in a meeting with 40 
people, and the formal announcement was made to 
the Fox team that VFP was dead. It was very early 
1996, and that meeting lead to the Gartner Group 
releasing their report that VFP was dead, which 
had a major impact on future VFP sales. But the Fox 
team members along with the community made so 
much noise, combined with people like Eric Rud-
der (architect of VFP 3.0, who became Bill Gates' 
technical assistant),  who convinced developer 
tools management to keep VFP evolving while de-
creasing the resources. In fact, the primary reason 
VFP lasted another decade with 4 more versions 
released was more about Windows sales than VFP 
sales. There are many Windows machines running 
VFP apps. When Steve Ballmer jumps around like 
monkey boy and yells "developers, developers, 
developers", he's thinking about selling Windows 
more than sales of developer tools. 

History of Visual FoxPro at 
Microsoft
For each new version of VFP like 6.0 and 7.0, there 
were less resources, team members, and marketing 
budget. When VFP was included the Visual Studio 
box, it was just a bundle, no integration. When the 
VFP community saw VFP running inside Visual 
Studio and the possibility of running on the .NET 
framework, they also learned that if VFP went that 
path, it would seriously break FoxPro code back-
ward compatibility and the VFP IDE would be gone 
eventually. Microsoft never had a goal to work on 
both VFP stand-alone and VFP for .NET. Having a 
new VFP for .NET would just take away resources 
from evolving VB.NET and C#, make it harder to 
sell Visual Studio and the .NET framework, and not 
really result in anything useful since it would not 
run old VFP code as-is.

Then after VFP 7.0, it was decided to keep VFP 
as a stand-alone product outside of the Visual Stu-
dio bundle, since it would not be part of the .NET 
platform. This made sense, and allowed VFP to ship 
on its own new version timeline. Each new version 
released, it was expected that was the last version. 

Nobody on the Fox team, not a single person, ex-
pected a version after VFP 8.0 released. Sales con-
tinued to decline annually, and so did the market-
ing budget. The only way to grow/increase sales 
of VFP would have been to compete with Visual 
Studio and take away budget and resources from 
Visual Studio. In reality, the biggest competitor to 
VFP was Visual Studio (not Delphi or any non-Mi-
crosoft product). Most marketing and management 
folks at Microsoft would have preferred Fox devel-
opers use Borland's Delphi.NET rather than Micro-
soft VFP, since they would be building on the .NET 
platform rather than the old legacy COM. COM 
became the enemy, to move people away from it, 
just like HTML/JavaScript is a current enemy to 
the Microsoft platform today as well.

For VFP 9.0, there were only about 8 people 
on the Fox team, and even so, VFP 9.0 was a better 
release than VFP 7.0 and VFP 8.0 according to the 
community. Soon after VFP 9.0 released, Microsoft 
decided to create an Xbase add-on to give away in 
order to maintain initial upgrade sales and an up-
beat perception of VFP. The result was a plan for 
Sedna, a download of useful sample apps and utili-
ties that focused on VFP interop with other Micro-
soft products (.NET, SQL Server, Office, Windows, 
etc.). The other reason for Sedna was to delay the 
announcement of the end of VFP in order to save 
sales of VFP 9.0 as well as to protect the Fox com-
munity and the job market for VFP developers.

No Open Source of Visual FoxPro
The request for Microsoft to make the Visual Fox-
Pro code base open source is a common (and logi-
cal) one. Here is some insight to why Microsoft will 
never release Visual FoxPro source code into open 
source. There is technology in VFP, like Rushmore 
optimized indexing, that is used in other Microsoft 
products SQL Server and Access. It’s not the same 
C/C++ codebase, but many techniques and algo-
rithms originated from VFP. Microsoft considers 
this intellectual property, an asset Microsoft does 
not want to be released.

But the two more significant reasons have 
nothing to do with the reason above. They have to 
do with business. While Microsoft is not focused on 
sales of VFP, it is focused on sales of Visual Stu-
dio and adoption of the overall Microsoft platform 
(stack of products and services). Releasing VFP into 
open source would result in less VFP developers 
using the current (modern) Microsoft platform of 
products, but may also result in someone or some 
company creating a competitive product against 
Microsoft. Microsoft would not want to see the 
code used to enhance a competitive product nor 
would they want to see a new product created that 
interferes with Visual Studio sales or .NET plat-
form adoption.
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The Final Strategy of Visual 
FoxPro at Microsoft
In the final 5 years of Visual FoxPro at Microsoft, 
while I was the last Product Manager (marketing/
community) for VFP, the strategy was to market 
VFP to the existing community (mainly via up-
grades), to do what was possible to keep the Fox 
community as strong, and to get VFP developers 
to adopt additional Microsoft products (.NET and 
SQL Server). In my role, I always viewed myself 
in 2 positions - one representing Microsoft as an 
employee, and the other as a FoxPro community 
member doing everything I could for Fox within 
the walls of Microsoft to evolve, save, promote, and 
help VFP and the community as much as possible. I 
spent nearly half of my time marketing VFP within 
Microsoft, at the Redmond headquarters and to the 
field offices, on messaging and keeping the VFP 
message positive/alive.
Management at Microsoft above the core Fox team 
were the decision makers for things related to VFP 
strategy. Nobody on the core Fox team had deci-
sion making ability around marketing budget or 
resources for the team, or what was done after each 
version shipped. There were a few key people on 
the team who, working together, probably extend-
ed the life of VFP an least one additional version 
and several years. 
I think the customer base loyalty was yet another 
factor in how long VFP was extended beyond 6.0. 
But by the time VFP 9.0 was released, the amount 
of sales for all versions of VFP combined annually 
was less revenue than Microsoft sales of Visual Stu-
dio in only one day. The cost to evolve VFP relative 
to the amount of money it generated (ROI) was far 
less than putting more resources into Visual Studio 
and .NET languages. Plus, some Fox team mem-
bers were ready to move on or leave Microsoft, and 
it was nearly impossible to find qualified people to 
replace them. It helps to put this all into perspective 
if you think of Visual Studio as a competitive prod-
uct to VFP, even though it was owned by the same 
company. Remember when Apple worked on both 
the Mac and the Lisa computers at the same time, 
only one survived. In the case of VFP, it survived 
an entire decade after it was essentially killed (by it 
no longer being strategic).

Into the Next Decade
On January 15th, 2010, VFP 9.0 standard support 
ends. While paid extended support will exist for 5 
more years, I don't expect any additional hotfixes 
or anything to be done for VFP, unless in the rare 
case it impacted VFP runtime on Windows 7 pre-
venting customers with VFP based apps to upgrade 
to the latest version of Windows. Some suggest that 

Microsoft killed VFP before it should have, and an-
other way to look at the behind the scenes history is 
to see that VFP lived many years and versions be-
yond what it was planned. While Microsoft could 
have done more for VFP, it just really couldn't hap-
pen with Microsoft promoting and giving resources 
to Access, VB, and then Visual Studio at the same 
time. Only developers who have used FoxPro really 
appreciate it for what it was and what it still is.
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