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In our recent research on What's the Future of Enterprise Systems? we tackled the
question of how to evaluate the current and future “fit” of enterprise systems (ES)
with business needs and ambitions. We recommend examining this fit from multiple
angles - and being clear-eyed about the limitations of ES in each.

* Functionality. How well does the ES represent business processes and
enable workflow, and can it keep pace with process and workflow changes?
What fits a business, of course, changes over time with customer demands,
competitive pressures, and marketplace opportunities. Success is often
synonymous with adaptability, but large ES are by nature not very adaptable.
Companies that enjoy the gains of ES-enabled process performance find that
they have paid a price in terms of functional flexibility.

* Information. Does the ES generate the information needed for business
decisions, and can its data be combined with other data to enable new
analyses? Even with ES in regular use, most corporations still struggle to tap
the analytical potential of the information generated. They often have the
information for everyday operations, but not for the management decisions,
performance improvements, and predictive analytics that give the company
an advantage.

* Interfaces. Do the user interfaces meet the needs and enable the
productivity and mobility of employees, and are systems and database
interfaces robust, standardized and easy to maintain? Ubiquitous computing,
based on mobility and the Internet, is driving new demands and
opportunities in the marketplace, and in turn a fresh round of business
process simplification and reengineering. But ES vendors are slow to
incorporate mobility, let alone leverage it in process design.

* Integration. How well does the ES enable the standardization and
integration of business processes and information, and can it keep pace with
changes to business structure? ES generally score high on business
standardization; however, they can be difficult to reconfigure when a
business restructures or divests a unit. And the new paradigm for delivering
technology services calls for a different architecture for systems and
technology integration.

* Innovation. Does the ES contain assets, both information and business logic,
that are useful or essential to business innovation initiatives, and can these
assets be shared? Rapid innovation requires the ability to extract such
capability from business systems into an experimental environment - and
then to reincorporate new capabilities into the core systems set. ES almost by
definition are not designed to participate in such an interchange.



Where fit is incomplete, ask yourself: How much difficulty or expense does that
cause, and what are the possible remedies and their costs?

As you consider alternative courses of action, be sure to account for ancillary as well
as direct benefits and costs. For example, adding a focused SaaS module might be
the easiest way to add functionality the ES lacks. Will that also provide more robust
data and a friendlier interface? Will it also complicate the management of the
technology platform?

Also try to put the cost/benefit picture in motion. What is the maintenance cost
trend of the ES, and how might the cost curve bend in the future with anticipated
business changes? How strong is the benefits flow from the ES, and are some of the
benefits dwindling with time? What unexpected costs and benefits have added to
the ES mix? How are the costs and benefits flows likely to change in the future?

This analysis of fit and future options may generate a lot of information, both
qualitative and quantitative. It may help to step back and summarize in terms of the
forces driving change and the inertia impeding it. Look at three basic change forces:

* Performance of the ES — where does it fall short of internal needs and
standards set by the competition?

* Business changes and ambitions - is the ES enabling or in the way?

* Technological opportunity - are there cheaper and better options for both
functionality and platform components?

And evaluate three basic inertia factors:

* Sunk cost and needed investment — what path of action is financially feasible?

* Embeddedness - how much trouble would it be to rearchitect and rebuild
interfaces to the ES?

* Familiarity - what would be the pain of change for the users of the ES, and
how can it be mitigated?

The goal is to commit to a reasonable plan for keeping the ES healthy, surround it
with additional capability as needed, keep maintenance costs reasonable and
benefits flowing, and replace or dismantle the ES at the right juncture. Meanwhile,
avoid being painted into a corner through inaction - a corner where the only escape
is a large, risky, and time-pressured replace or repair project.

Finally, however you formulate your ongoing ES plan, save your data, methods, and
working assumptions for reference next time around. The discipline of periodic
review, always in light of business and technology changes, enables active
management of an ES and its benefits stream, as well as realistic anticipation of
what to do when the costs start to outweigh the benefits.



