Some More Aspects of Advanced IT Applications

You will probably wonder what this article has to do with this unit. Or ‘what has this to do with database design, SQL, Access and all of the other content of the unit ?’

That is a fair question, but Information Technology, which includes database and data warehousing, and all of the other Technology does not exist for their own purpose. And so, you will need to have a broader vision and perspective and be constantly alert to the construction components of the environment. 

There have been philosophers whose theme has been based on the capability of the past to provide signals for the future – these signals can indicate positive leads, and also negative leads.  History, when correctly interpreted, is a sound guide. Alternatively, unawareness, or rejection of history, will invariably lead to its repetition. 

In the early stages of the 21st Century, we are seeing the growth and expansion of financial analytic applications. The growth is stronger in some Countries, and in some Businesses than other, but it is there.

What are the motivating factors for this interest ?  Could they be

· costs and cost management and containment

· profits, and profit management

· enterprise, corporate, business management and good practice

· regulation compliance


The answer is ‘probably all of these’ in various mixes.

The dark side of the coin however is that these factors are known to generate fear, uncertainty and doubt amongst Senior and Upper Middle  Executives. 

What have been the Information Technology (IT) trends over the last quarter of the 20th Century – from about 1980 onwards ? These are some of them

· the move from centralised computing to distributed or decentralized computing

· business process re-engineering (disassemble and reconstruct)

· much rapid advance and establishment in data base technology

· data warehousing

· advanced systems in Enterprise Resource Planning and Customer Resource Management

· the extraordinary expansion and use of the World Wide Web, and with it the capabilities of the Internet

And you must remember, or be aware of, the world wide frenzy which occurred just prior to the commencement of the year 2000 (known as Y2K).

As with any project, a post implementation review will invariably highlight ‘what went as planned’, ‘what did not go as planned’, leading to ‘when we do anything like this again, what can we do to ensure a more positive result ?’

In the Technology environment some of the questions could be

· Were the objectives of development met ?

· Were Business goals met ?

· Which of the ‘new ventures’ succeeded – and how was this measured ?

· Which of the ‘new ventures’ failed – and how was this established and measured ?

There is another paper on Return on Investment, and not surprisingly many Companies will expect to obtain their Return on Investment by capitalising on their new, or upgrades, data enriched environment – and isn’t that the major objective for the introduction of applications such as financial analytics ? to produce more and accurate definitive information relating to the health of a Company ?

Would you agree that these are typical Business Objectives :

· Strongly managed cash-flow and profitability controls

· Accuracy and depth of current results, and their effects on future performance trends or directions

· Compliance with Government and Industry legislation and/or policies, Executive Boards of Directors, and of course stakeholders (which would include customers)

· Competently predicting changes in Industry, the economy and opportunities

Reliable analyses indicate that analytics and business intelligence technologies consume a large proportion of Company Information Technology budgets. These technologies main attraction is their claim, if not their capability, to analyse history (data warehousing for instance), to manage the present (advanced use of Business Process Management based on metrics for instance) and to predict the future with some high degree of reliability.

The emphases are on large data platforms (not the same as data bases), financial applications (budgeting and forecasting) virtual close (simulated or projected end of xxxx), object price optimization, digital dashboards and so on.

Do you remember the comments made in an early lecture about Computing being the Dominant Technology, and Competitive Advantage through Knowledge, and the role of Knowledge Workers ? – and your probable involvement in this environment ?

Let’s digress for a short time and look at some of the IT vendors (at least two of whom you should recognize).  There is no specific order implies in the following list

· Infomatica Corp

· SAS

· Hyperion Solutions

· Business Objects

· Brio Software Inc               

Just in case you were beginning to think that broad band successes were being achieved, that is not the case, yet. However, a study of some (mainly American and International Organisations) revealed that many of the financial were narrow based and very specific – and were aimed at saving labour costs and to increase productivity. They were not targeted at alter or improve business with information which was produced by the Technologies.

By contrast, Customer Resource/Relationship Management analytic applications required organization changes, and as a result took longer to become productive – but even here, the targets were low in number, sometimes only one function. 

There are some important aspect of joining the different camps of Senior Executives and Software Application Vendors – and, there appear to be

no Software Application Vendors who were senior Business Executives, and no Senior Business Executives who were Software Application Vendors.

Which raises a practical problem : As was mentioned earlier in this paper, Senior Executives who have not had previous experiences IT implementations are involved in determining how to buy, and use, technology.

And vendors, who address business matters with a technology driven approach, do not really know what is required to apply the applications effectively  in the ‘real world’.

Another complication is that the ‘market’ has a number of confusing ‘solution descriptions’. The net result is that there are unrealistic expectations built onto generic technical platforms, each of which will ‘solve’ the problems which are not fully understood by the Business Executives.

There are possibly some lessons here such as:

For Corporate Users

· Be realistic. People and processes are important

· Start with one application for one function before tackling cross-functional objectives

· Remember that Technology  is a tool. No ready made solution can really enforce business strategy.

And for the Technology Vendors:

· When positioning and selling products, long term business objectives which support both the organization and the customer requirements will in most cases be the ‘successful’ ones

· Analyse the total requirements so that platforms and software solutions are in the proper context and are not an oversell.

And a few closing thoughts : 

   -  Human Intelligence and Customers are crucial to sustainable 

       business growth

   -  If project goals are met by the lowering of costs,   

      gaining financial advantage or visibility, or selling applications, 

· Technology must be applied to the need, not the need applied        

      to Technology.

