BUILT FOR THE TRADE
A case study
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If you have ever done any DIY in the UK or employed a builder or
tradesman, then you have almost certainly been a customer of
Travis Perkins plc. A British builders’ merchant and home
improvement retailer, the Group has over 1,800 branches across
the UK. It is listed on the London Stock Exchange and the FTSE
100 Index.

LIMITING THE ENTERPRISE
This legacy system had served the group well, but now it was
limiting capabilities and growth. Recruitment was a growing
problem and few employees understood maintenance of the
codebase, let alone changes. The cost of operating the system
was growing, while unexpected problems could prove a major
catastrophe. The legacy code was a risk to business

LARGE SCALE LEGACY

continuity - or as we put it - a ticking time bomb.

As you might expect, an organisation of this size which has
made over 200 acquisitions in the last decade, has a complex
operational system - and that complexity is reflected in their
IT systems. The IT platform ran the entire group’s operations,
from transactions and stock control to customer
management and HR. The system was based on a technology

WHERE TO BEGIN
The costs involved with replacing the system in its entirety in
one go were large, as was the potential for something to go
wrong. The very scale of the issue felt overwhelming.

stack named UniVerse, which was developed in the late 60s
and combined a proprietary operating system, a variant of
the BASIC programming language, and a multivalued

IF YOU HAD TOLD ME 12 WEEKS AGO

database.

WHAT YOU WOULD BE ABLE TO
DELIVER, I WOULDN’T HAVE
THOUGHT IT POSSIBLE.
HEAD OF PRICING ANALYTICS
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CALLING IN THE SWAT TEAM
After exploring a range of options, Travis Perkins called
Energized Work. The task was to find a migration path from
the legacy system to a new and modern platform. That may
sound simple, but those at Travis Perkins did not
underestimate the task. No-one was really certain what the
legacy system did – the stories about the system often
resembled legend more than technology!
Energized Work took a stepwise approach. We began by

leader at Travis Perkins ruefully said, “if you can demonstrate
how to deal with GET.PRICE, it will be totemic.”
The pricing logic consisted of 57,000 lines of BASIC. The first
comment had been written in 1987. There were no unit tests
and no debugging tools. Because of the risk of making
changes to existing code, engineers had adopted an approach
in which new logic was simply appended to the end of the
main routine. It was - to put it in layman’s terms - big and
complicated.

picking a single thread as a demonstration of what could be
achieved. We could learn, develop the internal teams’
capabilities and provide a model for migrating each element
in turn.

THAT’S EXACTLY HOW A PIECE OF
WORK LIKE THIS SHOULD BE

AN AMBITUOUS MISSION
The easy thing to do would have been to find something non-
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critical. But we knew that wouldn’t help Travis Perkins in the
long run. So instead we grasped the most complicated and
business critical part - the pricing business logic. A senior
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WE ARE A GO
Knowing that neither huge manpower nor off-the-shelf
‘methodology’ would make headway, Energized Work
deployed a 3-man crew and launched an extensive forensic
discovery effort. With little initial understanding of the
technology stack and the business logic, we began framing
the problem.

UNIVERSE CODE TRACER
Highlighted unused and redundant code for
replacement

SCOUTING THE TERRAIN
The team began by totally immersing themselves in the
engineering and business departments, conducting
interviews and gathering data. They set up knowledge

UniVerse
code

Analyse

management systems and began sketching a portrait of the
existing platform. At the heart of this monumental task was a
challenge to document the existing business logic buried
within a mountain of spaghetti code.
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MISSION CRITICAL SUPPLIES

COMPLETING THE MISSION

The legacy technology stack lacked tools to help debug and

Travis Perkins needed an overall migration plan that was

trace code. The team engineered a suite of tools to help them

technically sound. But before the company could commit to

understand the codebase. These tools offered immediate

even the most brilliant technical advice they needed absolute

benefits, reducing activities that would normally take a day or

certainty that new components would not negatively impact

more into the work of a few minutes. The team then

the business. Updating and modernising the system wasn’t

integrated the individual tools into a framework which

enough. Our ambition was to start embedding those

enabled end to end testing of the pricing logic from outside

advanced capabilities that the business had been crying out

the legacy implementation.

for.

This offered a crucial safety net, now the team could

The mission produced three key deliverables:

investigate creating rules that would add real value at the
enterprise level – without worrying about endangering

A PROOF OF CONCEPT

existing operations.

To demonstrate how an external service could be integrated
with the legacy technology stack, offering a feasible
migration path. This allowed for exploration of the
performance characteristics of extracted components, data
synchronisation options and caching.
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A PROTOTYPE
To demonstrate a new pricing engine. The prototype
showcased not only the key existing requirements, but also
the future necessities for growth, including opening up
comparative testing and making complex business rules
transparent.

A SPECIALIST CREW TO GET IN AND OUT
Energized Work delivered all of this within 12 weeks. It met
both business and technical challenges and surpassed Travis
Perkins’ expectations of the project’s possibilities. The
Energized Work crew did not work in isolation – we trained
and developed the existing teams’ skills by working together.

RESULTS
Travis Perkins have a practical proven plan for tackling
their legacy; they feel fully confident in doing so, and
COMPARE THE CURRENT SYSTEM TO THE PROTOTYPE

their teams have won awards for their Agile practices.

A framework for replaying historical orders to compare the

The organisation as a whole is well on its way to another

behaviour between the current system and the prototype.

25 years of sustained growth.

Alongside the safety net tools we had created, this allowed
for experimentation and modification without risk.
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About Energized Work
Energized Work is a creative technology and
product innovation lab making remarkable things
out of the internet.
We help clients like British Gas, Cisco and Sky to
turn ideas into disruptive business models,
scalable technology platforms and uplifting user
experiences that have a big impact.
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