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Flowcharting and Diagramming Software 
 

I examined 5 products for creating flowcharts and other kinds of diagrams.  Four of them 
offered free trial versions which I tried out.  All products are Windows-based software.   

 
A key feature that sets diagramming software apart from other drawing tools is that 

shapes can be connected with lines or arrows that stay connected when the shapes are moved 
around on the chart.   Another important feature is that the shapes and lines act as a unit with 
their associated text labels.  In order to be useful for software analysis and design, the tool must 
have built-in libraries of the symbols used in the various methodologies.  Since the diagrams will 
probably be used in presentations and reports, it is important that the tool have the ability to 
export them the charts usable formats or link them to word-processing documents. 
 

All the products I evaluated have built-in symbol libraries for basic flowcharts, data flow 
diagrams, and other software engineering methodologies.  Some of the products can also be 
used for business process analysis, for drawing floor plans, or for doing engineering and science 
diagrams.   
 

The products range in price from under $50 to nearly $2000.   They are arranged here 
from least to most expensive.  

 
A business's choice of tool would depend on a number of factors, such as the size of the 

project being undertaken (and the amount of financial commitment considered appropriate), the 
methodologies chosen, and whether the project will lead to software being written.  My own 
preference is SmartDraw for a low-budget project or Visio for a bigger budget. 

 

RFFlow 5 
Product Name: RFFlow 5 

Producer: RFF Electronics  (http://www.rff.com/index.htm) 

Price:  Free trial version has no time limit, but limits the size of charts that can be drawn. $49.00 
to buy.  Discount for multiple licenses.  $10.00 for CD-ROM and printed User's Guide 

Capabilities:  Create flow charts, organization charts, and other kinds of diagrams. Can save 
charts as .GIF, .JPG, .HTML and other formats.  Can generate .PDF if Adobe Acrobat is installed.  
Elements within charts can have hyperlinks to other web pages. Can embed charts into Microsoft 
Office documents using OLE. 

Reviews:  No reviews were found for the current version.  In a 1997 review in Journal of 
Business Strategy an earlier version of RFFlow was highly recommended because of its low price 
and ease of use.  Seven years later, the product has gone through several upgrades and the 
price is $30 lower.   

Evaluation:  I downloaded the trial version and worked with it.  Although there are symbol 
libraries for many different types of charts, it looks like they put the most effort into the flow chart 
symbols.  There are nine color schemes for flow charts, and the common flow chart text elements 
(yes, no, true, false) can be chosen off the symbol palette to save time.  Other software design 
symbols are available, but not as extensively developed.  I found the emphasis on colors 
distracting, and would have preferred more control over the appearance of the text elements. 
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Reference:  
Baker, S. and Kim Baker. (1997, January/February)/ New software for business strategists.  

Journal of Business Strategy, 18(1), 46-55.  Retrieved October 10, 2004 from 
EBSCOHost Business Source Premier. 

 
 

SmartDraw 6 
Product Name: SmartDraw 6 

Producer: SmartDraw.com (http://www.smartdraw.com/) 

Price: Free 30-day trial.  Standard $69, Professional $129, Professional Plus $198.  Suite $267.  
CD-ROM $9.95 additional. Discount for more than 10 licenses. Academic discount available. 

Capabilities:  Create flow charts, org charts, software design diagrams, forms, floor plans.    Can 
import custom symbols and clipart. Save as GIF, JPG or HTML.  Convert drawings from other 
software formats or embed drawings in Microsoft Office documents. 

Reviews:  In a 2004 review of charting tools, PC Magazine's impression was that SmartDraw's 
interface was too cluttered, but they admired the level of integration with Microsoft Office.  They 
found it an adequate tool for a low price.  An earlier version won the PC Magazine shareware 
award for top business application.  

Evaluation: I installed the demo and tested the Professional version.  I found it easy to learn how 
to create simple diagrams, and I was pleased with the results.  It allows text on connecting lines 
to be oriented diagonally along the line, which makes some diagrams look cleaner.  The tutorial 
was easy to understand and the online help is extensive.  There are symbol libraries for many 
different types of software design charts, including UML.  There are also symbols for GUI design, 
network design and others.   

References:  
Stone, M. David.  (2004, February 17). New Diagramming Tools Target Visio.  PC Magazine, 

23(3), 35-36.  Retrieved October 10, 2004 from EBSCOHost Academic Search Premier 
database. 

Canter, Sheryl. (2000, September 19). The PC Magazine Shareware Awards.  PC Magazine 
19(16), 100-104. Retrieved October 10, 2004, from EBSCOHost Academic Search 
Premier. 

 

FlowCharter 2003 
Product Name: FlowCharter 2003 

Producer: iGrafx, a division of Corel, Inc.  (http://www.igrafx.com/products/flowcharter/) 

Price: Free 30-day trial. $378.99 at Programmer's Paradise. 

Capabilities:  Create flow charts, process maps, and other business diagrams.  Based on 
previous product ABC FlowCharter.  Can generate output to web page, print, or presentation. 
Can import Visio charts. Can produce dynamically linked diagrams. 

Reviews:  I was unable to find an independent review of the product, but a Corel press release 
described the successful use of FlowCharter at NASA for business process improvement in 2003.   

Evaluation: I downloaded the demo and worked with it.  There are a moderate number of symbol 
libraries for different types of software design charts.  The user interface was not easy for me to 
figure out.  I was not able to make it produce curved arrows for a data flow diagram, and I wasn't 
able to control the position of text labels as much as I wanted.  I got the feeling that the product is 
more focused on business process analysis than on software analysis and design. 
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Reference: 
Corel's Igrafx Flowcharter keeps space center flying high. (2003, February). CAD/CAM Update,   

15(2), 1-3. Retrieved October 10, 2004 from EBSCOHost Academic Search Premiere 
database. 

 

Visio 2003 
Product Name: Visio 2003 

Producer: Microsoft Corporation (http://office.microsoft.com/en-us/FX010857981033.aspx) 

Price: Free 30-day evaluation copy. Standard $199. Professional $499.00. Academic discount 
available. Volume discount available.  

Capabilities:  Flow charts and block diagrams.  Professional version can also do network 
diagrams, engineering diagrams, floor plans, and reverse engineering.  Workgroup collaboration 
support.   

Reviews: A 2004 review in PC Magazine chose Visio 2003 over two other charting products, 
citing its ease of use and the features that allow workgroup collaboration..  An InfoWorld review, 
also in 2004, commented on improvements made in the latest product version:  file sizes have 
been reduced drastically, and there is now an HTML export feature that preserves metadata.  A 
2003 PC World review noted the feature that allows diagrams to be tied to company databases 
by ODBC. 

Evaluation:  Visio is generally regarded as the industry standard for diagramming tools.  I tried 
the evaluation copy.  Learning how to make a simple data-flow diagram took longer than the other 
tools, but the results looked good.  My only complaint was that I did not have control over the 
position of text labels on the connectors.  Many of the user interface details are similar to the 
Microsoft Office products.   

References: 
Venezia, P. (2004, April 19). Visio 2003 makes right moves. InfoWorld, 26(16), 34. Retrieved 

October 10, 2004 from EBSCOHost Academic Search Premier. 
O'Reilly, D., L. McLaughlin, T. Mainelli, and D. Arar. (2003, October). Visio and FrontPage get 

major overhauls.  PC World, 21(10), 72-23. Retrieved October 10, 2004 from 
EBSCOHost Academic Search Premier.  

Stone, M. David.  (2004, February 17). New Diagramming Tools Target Visio.  PC Magazine, 
23(3), 35-36.  Retrieved October 10, 2004 from EBSCOHost Academic Search Premier 
database. 

 

WinA&D 3.5 
Product Name:  WinA&D 3.5 

Producer:  Excel Software (http://www.excelsoftware.com/) 

Price:  Demo with manual $75.  Standard $495, Desktop $1295, Developer $1995, Educational 
(comparable to Desktop but limited to smaller projects) $845. Discount for multiple licenses.  

Capabilities:  Create software models with integrated dictionary documents using UML, Booch, 
Coad/Yourdon or other notations. Supports multi-level data flow diagram.  Standard version 
supports some UML diagrams.  Other UML diagrams supported at the more expensive product 
level.  Desktop version automatically generates code frameworks in C, Pascal, Basic or Fortran. 
UML environment in Desktop version can be used with an integrated Ada programming 
environment. 

Reviews:  No reviews were found for this product. 
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Evaluation: Since there was no free trial of WinA&D I was unable to test it myself.  My evaluation 
is based on the producer's advertising material on the web site.  The other tools I examined were 
general-purpose diagramming tools, but WinA&D is specifically a software engineering tool.  You 
can't create an organization chart or a floor plan, but you can create a software design that feeds 
data into the implementation effort, even generating some of the code for you. The Excel 
Software web site includes brief descriptions of the best-known software engineering and design 
methodologies and descibes the purpose of the different charts that the tool produces.  
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