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Introduction: Technology will Facilitate an Information Nexus.
No longer will staple factors such as time to market, time to volume, cost of manufacturing, and product positioning be singularly, or collectively, the basis for corporate profitability.  One of the key competitive factors that will dramatically influence corporate performance well into the 21st century will be how well organizations manage information.  Situational assessments, evaluating shifts in product mix, user demographic patterns, price migration, seasonality, and cyclicality will take on a whole new meaning at the hands of real-time information.  This data onslaught will be facilitated with the help and momentum building in software technology products.

Driven by the desire to achieve measurable productivity and efficiency gains, greater economies of scale, and improved competitive advantages, organizations are looking to technology to deliver performance to the bottom line.  Fueled in part by concerns over year 2000 (Y2K) issues, companies have been turning to enterprise-class software solutions to solve everything from back-office manufacturing operations, supply-chain coordination, channel management, front-office sales support, and customer service needs.  What has yet to dry is the glue that will pull these pieces together to facilitate a true technology return on investment (ROI).

This glue must be one part industry expertise, affording entities the ability to install a solution tailored to their specific marketplace (i.e. automotive, pharmaceuticals, electronics, etc.).  It must be in part globally available, allowing the user representing the lowest common denominator to access the system.  It must be in part user affordable, facilitating wide acceptance and support.  Finally, the glue must be in part intuitive and friendly, adapting to an organization’s current process without radical change or major paradigm shifts.  The formula for such glue is available today using the Internet as a communication medium, enterprise-wide software for data facilitation, and domain expertise as the basic ingredients.

Internet: Widely Accepted and Here to Stay
Not since the introduction of the personal computer and application software, has any technology or medium of commerce and communication so quickly and so radically altered the landscape of the enterprise.  The Internet has redefined the way people learn, work, and do business.  It has grown from a little known communication tool to a solution that provides a seemingly limitless array of information to anyone with a computer and web connection.  Ease of use, intuitive navigation, and nominal entry costs have, in part, been the primary catalysts to growth. 

The Internet today can best be characterized as a vast array of private and public networks connecting millions of businesses and individual computers around the world. According to International Data Corporation, there were 97 million Internet users worldwide at the end of 1998.  It is estimated that two to three million new Internet users come on-line each month.  This will bring the total number of users to 320 million by the end of 2002, representing a compounded annual growth rate (CAGR) of more than 34%.  This growth rate is well supported by the 300 million PCs in the workplace today and over 150 million households with cable access.

Corporations and individuals alike seem to be willing to embrace a whole new era in commerce. The rate of adoption among those individuals and organizations using the web to retrieve information, communicate with others, and transact business is proliferating at an exponential pace.  A look at the numbers clearly defines an organization’s motivation to move business transactions to the Internet. For example, Jupiter Communications estimates that banks spend $1.07 per teller transaction, $0.73 for mail transactions, $0.54 for telephone transactions, $0.27 for ATM transactions, and $0.01 for Internet transactions. The growth of World Wide Web domains was 45 percent over the past 

year -- as of January 1999, there were 43.2 million domains, up from 29.7 million 12 months prior.

Enterprise-Class Software: What Microsoft was to the Desktop, Enterprise Software will be to the Organization

Enterprise software solutions are designed to distribute essential business information to all members of the extended enterprise, including employees, customers, suppliers, and partners.  The challenge is not only the coordination and generation of the information, but the vehicle and interface by which a user gains access. Clearly, information is a strategic business asset to an organization when presented in a timely fashion to decision-makers across all levels of the enterprise. Business-critical data must be put to work and leveraged by getting it into the hands of those who need it, when they need it, in a secure and readily accessible fashion.

The most effective enterprise software solutions will take advantage of proven technologies, including: the Internet as a user interface and communication infrastructure; relational data base management software as a silo for information storage; universal languages (such as Java) for platform portability, efficiency and speed; and object-oriented software for maintainability and maximum user satisfaction. Each of these technologies independently, and collaboratively when combined, deliver a cost-effective universal communication solution that offers broad audiences secure and efficient access to information.  This combination is fast becoming the de-facto standard for publishing and distributing corporate data and, consequently, a key underpinning to establishing a strategic competitive advantage.

Enterprise systems hold the promise of supplying large numbers of users access to mission-critical information and business intelligence gathered across the total organization, inclusive of both direct and indirect (i.e distribution, partners, etc.) members.  At its most basic level, an enterprise system must be flexible and easy to use, scalable to thousands of users, and adaptable to existing legacy systems and applications.  The system must be able to collect information from many sources—including data warehouses, data marts, complementary enterprise applications, and disparate legacy solutions.  It must also distribute data via the Internet in a client-server mode as well as providing secure reporting.  It is essential that enterprise systems offer an intuitive view of what was diverse and complex information, so that end users can come up to speed and begin working with nominal training, assistance and on-going support. 

Domain Expertise: Technology Only Works when Mixed with an Industry’s Idiosyncrasies

Technology for the sake of technology rarely achieves the desired result.  The concept of “one size fits all” in the realm of enterprise solutions translates to extended implementation time frames, complex manipulation of data tables and user interfaces, and extensive exercises in data collection and presentation.  Of paramount importance for rapid and successful software deployments is how well the product out of the box, metaphorically, adapts to the uniqueness of an organization and the industry it serves.  The ideal solution would be tailored to meet the needs of specific vertical markets such as pharmaceuticals, automotive, telecommunications, and electronics.

The traditional model deployed today by purveyors of “one size fits all” solutions is to hire domain expertise in the area of sales and marketing.  This approach facilitates the adaptation of a product’s features and functions to the unique needs of the customer. Unfortunately, it in no way mitigates the amount of customization required to adapt such a solution to the specific vertical.  In fact, many of the more prominent enterprise resource products require review and modification of thousands of data tables and elements prior to deployment.

Technology ROI: The Means Justify the End

The impact of technology on all elements of our society, and particularly on business and business practices has been pervasive.  Electronic tickets for the airlines have reduced transaction costs from an average of $8 to $1, according to a Bain & Associates study.  As indicated earlier, banking has benefited through the application of Internet-based solutions shrinking process costs by over 99%. These are not isolated incidences of favorable technological consequences, but growing, well-documented trends among the business community at large.

The impact of technology, as evaluated on an activity-based accounting level, has become readily visible.  Within each and every transaction set, quantifiable results and benefits are being measured.  However, the total impact on an organization as it relates to the bottom-line effect has yet to come into focus.  Without question the net effect of reducing non-discretionary transaction costs will be extremely favorable to earnings per share (EPS).  Perhaps more profound will be the overall effect on an organization’s value.  For the market to embrace a higher price-to-earning multiplier for an organization, or even an industry, a catalyst, such as the one discussed herein, must be present.

Case Study: Intelic Software Solutions

Intelic manufacturers an enterprise-class software solution designed to facilitate the communication between an organization’s back office (i.e. manufacturing, marketing, etc.) and its sales channel.  Leveraging the Internet as the communication conduit, Intelic’s product, ProChannel, provides a means to deliver real-time data about a manufacturer’s products, price, and availability to both direct and indirect sales agents.  Data can be tailored based on a series of business rules that provides consistent, timely, and customer specific feedback to distinct inquiries.  For example, response to a customer’s request may be based on a customer type (i.e. strategic), part family, quantity, and geography (i.e. Asia).

The prospect of automating business rules is compelling as a significant portion of a company’s non-discretionary spending is consumed in this area.  It is not uncommon for an organization to spend $60 - 80 to deliver a tailored quote, $110 to process an order, $50 - 75 to process an order change, $65 to manage a sample or evaluation request, and $100 - 300 to handle a return.  This does not even begin to measure the more elusive costs of errors, inefficiencies, date entry duplication, lost opportunities, inconsistent responses and the like.  Consequently, a product like ProChannel, which can model business rules that likely will accommodate 70 – 90% of the inquiries, can reduce an organization’s operating costs by as much as 80%.

The key to achieving these types of quantifiable results is the effective deployment and utilization of the solution.  Intelic approaches these issues with a three-pronged approach.  First, the architecture of the product allows it to easily interface and serve as a front end to an organization’s legacy or ERP system.  Second, the product was designed and developed based on the needs and practices of a specific industry, namely electronics.  This facilitates rapid installation and deployment and accommodates the unique needs of the industry. This is a very different approach than designing a horizontal solution (i.e. one size fits all) and selling with vertical expertise.  Third, leveraging the power of the Internet, ProChannel requires no proprietary or unique client software, and has the intuitive look and feel of the web (i.e. standard browser interface).  It is important to point out with regard to this last point that ProChannel is a web-based application, not just a web-enabled solution.  This eliminates a level of complexity and problems that can occur when older technology products are simply adapted for the web.

As a plug-in or front end to the ERP/Legacy system, and a complement to a company’s customer relationship management solution (i.e. call center, help desk, contact management, etc.), ProChannel becomes the glue to link an organization’s information. In turn, the payback or return on investment analysis for a product like ProChannel is mind numbing.  Taken in two parts, the product eliminates real and measurable costs associated with processing customer requests including quotes, orders, registrations, returns, and samples.  It also has a direct and tangible benefit on margin maintenance, closure rates, opportunity management, and customer satisfaction.  Typical time frames associated with investment recovery range in the three-to-six month arena.

In addition, this type of software application seems to deliver something for every functional group.  Sales benefits form the coordination and timely delivery of information into the field, as well as the elimination of many administrative tasks.  Marketing enjoys the control associated with having current market data, trends, and account history at their fingertips.  Information Systems enjoys the latitude afforded by implementing a front-end system, allowing manipulation of the back office without user interference.  Finally, Senior Management benefits from the impact in earning per share (EPS) as well as customer satisfaction. 

Conclusion:

The preceding study sets the stage for a number of observations.  The pressures of worldwide competition and shorter market and product life cycles will cause organizations to seek aggressive means of survival.  The demands of stakeholders will force management to re-think business processes which favorably impact EPS by means other than simply growing revenue. Finally, limited pools of skilled labor, general attrition, and escalating employee costs will drive organizations to consider alternate vehicles (i.e. technology) to get the job done. The “glue” of the successful 21st century organization must include a significant component of enabling technology, one-on-one marketing, and a keen eye on the bottom-line.
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