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Foreword

W

henever I have read a book on the ‘new economy’
it has left me with an incomplete understanding
of the issues, leaving more questions unanswered
than it raised. Afraid that I was growing old, I discussed this
phenomenon with my friends. Sure enough, many of them felt
the same way, and it was not because they never completed
reading the book. It seems that a majority of the books talk
about only one aspect of the business and they do so in isolation
from other factors that would impact your decisions, like
employees, customers, etc. Unfortunately, businesses need to
consider all the factors that can influence the outcome of their
strategy and to get that information one would have to read at
least four to five different books. When I came across this
opportunity to write a book, I promised myself that I would
write a book that I would want to read.
Having worked in the software industry since 1984 I have
seen and experienced many ‘waves’ in the high-tech industry.
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Preface

From the early days of computing, where we had to put on lab
coats and take our shoes off before entering the ‘computer
room’ to the present days where my daughter drips her juice
all over the keyboard while playing a game, the ride has been
interesting, to say the least. Technology has out-paced our
imagination and will continue to do so, although at a much
faster pace. While majority of my career has been devoted to
business applications I did have a four-year stint in creating
system applications and utilities. Working at the ‘lower level’
of computing that is closer to the actual hardware and operating
system, gave me a unique perspective on how it all works.
Despite being a technologist at heart, I always try to see
technology with a social and people’s perspective. No
technology, no matter how superior, can survive if the masses
refuse to adopt it. In 1991 when I was working on a project for
Go Computing, I told my colleagues that the product would
fail because we are not ready to adopt it. The product was
technologically brilliant, but I could not see a use for it in our
everyday lives, at least in the foreseeable future. My peers did
not believe me at that time. Sure enough, the company filed
for bankruptcy few years later. ‘Technology for the sake of
technology’ cannot survive.
I always tell my team to create tools that they will want to
use. My constant push towards simplification forces us, as a
team, to think about the global picture. Once you raise your
perspective from technology to a solution that would make
the life of its users easier, you will end up with something that
everyone will use. Not all issues can be solved by technology,
and many times a simple change in a process or different
approach to a solution can provide the results you are looking
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for. All this and more would be evident when you read the
book.
Writing is my hobby and I love to share ideas. Writing
everything.com gave me a perfect opportunity to blend the
two with my practical experience, for you to use. I know, I
know, you want to get over this preface soon so that you can
read the book. Well, I’ll keep it short and finally would say
that I hope you enjoy reading this book as much as I enjoyed
writing it.

Update on this e-book edition:
The content of this book has been trimmed but not
altered from the original 2001 edition. Truncated
pages correspond to examples I had used in the first
edition, which I do not think are relevant any longer.

Introduction

T

here are two types of ‘how to’ books. One becomes
your step-by-step guide on completing any task to get
predictable results and the second makes you aware
of all the influencing and decision making factors but lets you
exercise your own mind to create a workable solution. This
book belongs to the latter type.
There’s an old Chinese adage—Give a man a fish and you
give him dinner for one night. Teach him how to fish and you give him
dinner for a lifetime. I rarely give step-by-step instructions and
rather encourage everyone to explore and discover their own
path. Following a known path will get you there, but you will
be limited to the results that have already been achieved by
others, and gain a limited learning experience. A book on
strategy that does not follow the second approach is the one to
be avoided, as it would be rare that you will find any
competitive advantage by following a process that anyone can
duplicate by reading the book. In case you have bought this
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book expecting a step-by-step definition of how to create a
viable e-strategy, now is the time to close it and return it to the
shop you bought it from. If you want to explore various
possibilities with guidance but without handholding, keep
reading and I can promise that by the end of the book you will
know what questions to ask and what answers to seek to create
your own e-strategy.
We have been led to believe that the old rules do not
apply to the ‘new economy’. The problem is that the statement
is generalized to all aspects of the ‘e-economy’ rather than
specifying which of the old rules do not apply to the new
economy. In my discussions with friends and colleagues, I have
always pushed for an objective view of the business by saying
that majority of the dot-coms will not survive because they
focus on only one of the many factors that a business has to
plan for. Unfortunately, the bubble busted before I could
complete the book and I lost my claim to fame! You will find
the same underlying theme in the book as we discuss each of
the three most important components of any business -–
Customers, Employees and Partners.
Customers bring you profits, the sole reason for having
a business, and have the largest influence on any strategy. The
old saying about the dot-coms, ‘build it and they will come’
was replaced by ‘if you build it, will they come?’ within first
six months of the new economy taking off because customer
stickiness, customer retention and cost of acquiring a new
customer started rising. As websites and dot-coms started
multiplying like rabbits, the challenge is to retain customers
increased because of lack of differentiation. For some reason
companies took the incorrect path and started competing on
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price rather than service, which made price the differentiation
factor and cut into their profits. The old economy rules were
still applying to customers, but were ignored by the companies,
maybe because of lack of experience, and they went by sheer
assumption in believing, ‘if we build it, they (customers) will
come’. Customer focused e-commerce (b2c) solutions were
the ones to introduce the Internet to masses and the stock
market. This is what has been getting all the attention and this
area being the oldest, by Internet standards, is the one that is
being rationalized around the world today.
Employees help you to build an organization that would
be profitable by acquiring and retaining customers and
developing tools and processes that increase profitability.
Quality, dedication and attitude of the employees help any
organization achieve its vision and lack of these attributes can
bring ruin. This is where most of yesterday’s rules have lost
ground as age-old concepts of employee loyalty and long-term
employment have been thrown out of the window and the
tables seem to be turned against the employers who seem to
be competing from a shrinking pool of resources. While the
employers were caught by surprise because just as they were
getting comfortable after downsizing in the early to mid 1990s,
the sudden explosion of Internet forced them to hire back more
employees than they had let go earlier. Adding insult to injury,
these new workers were also twice as expensive as the earlier
workers, which reversed any savings in corporate expenses.
Many challenges still remain in the management of employees
in the Internet age and new paradigms, including fads, will be
introduced in the near future. From the e-commerce point of
view, no one has tapped into or focused on any b2e (business
to employee) solutions. I will not be surprised if we start seeing
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b2e solutions in the near future that will integrate commerce,
work related tasks and personal information.
Business partners are the plumbing and greasing of any
commerce. What happens behind the scenes, the grunt work,
rarely gets much attention, unless it becomes visible on the
stock market. Once b2c e-commerce lost its charm, investors
were too eager to jump to the next big thing and that turned
out to be b2b e-commerce. This is where big bucks lie as
operational efficiency and reduced costs can be achieved by
the right use of web technologies. As machine-to-machine
interfaces, like RosettaNet, grow, the person-to-machine
interfaces, like web sites, will fade away or will be reduced in
scope. With the growth of e-markets, where suppliers and
customers come together, the businesses around the world will
be able to achieve reduction in their operating expenses. The
b2b e-commerce will have more power struggle, with suppliers
trying to snatch the control from buyers and vice-versa. Third
party e-markets will be dominated by small and medium
businesses while the larger players will create and host their
own markets.
Businesses hold the clout, money and collective power
that will force countries around the world to change their
policies governing commerce. While the Internet will push
for democratization of the commerce, many governments and
lobbyists will try to protect the local businesses from being
wiped out by competition around the world. In my opinion,
governments and the bureaucrats are least prepared to handle
the changes brought in by the Internet; but unfortunately have
enough power to ruin the future of businesses in their countries
by taking incorrect decisions. It would be in the industry’s
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vested interest to educate the government and local commerce
chambers to gain from the benefits that the Internet brings.
Even though the fundamentals of business like need for
profits, streamlined operations, good business partners and
topnotch workforce have not changed with the Internet; the
Internet has introduced changes in the scope of these
fundamentals and how they are managed. Whether you call
these new rules for new economy or new opportunities for old
economy or whatever, these changes cannot be ignored and
need to be planned for.
New Rule #1

The customer is still the king. Even though majority of the
businesses forget the customer as soon as they become
comfortably profitable, the customer still drives the economy.
Now that your competitor is just a mouse click away the focus
on customer retention has to be laser-sharp. The cost for the
customer, to make the switch, is effectively zeroed but your
costs, to acquire a new customer, may be rising because of the
increased competition.
New Rule #2

By default, the scope of any e-business is global. If you are on
the Internet, you cannot say that you are a local company.
Yes, you may service customers within a limited geographic
area, but you become a global organization the moment you
suffix your company name with a ‘.com’. This implies that
you better be prepared to respond to calls and queries about
your products from around the world.
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New Rule #3

The fort is always under attack! When thousands of developers
around the world are more than anxious to prove their mettle
by hacking your network you need to have appropriate
safeguards to counter these attacks. The irony is that some
teenagers would do it just for the thrill of it or to attain some
bragging rights. Even though the intent is non-malicious, it
may end up costing you thousands of hours in productivity
and millions in lost data or the PR fiasco that it may raise.
New Rule #4

Employee loyalty is dead. The sooner you realize it and plan
for it, the better. Similar to customers, the cost of acquiring
new employees (read skilled workforce) is steadily going higher,
and therefore the reasons to switch employers are often in sixdigit figures. Creative planning, flexible policies and aggressive
compensation will be needed to hire, retain and motivate this
new breed for workers.
New Rule #5

If it’s free, I’ll take two. With peer-to-peer networking gaining
momentum, not only the information but also the copyrighted
content is being set free. If you currently make or plan to make
money by licensing and other ‘intellectual property’ based
revenue, you need to have a zero price strategy. The moment
the content you produce is digitized you should assume that
you would have to give it all away and then define what your
revenue stream will look like.
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New Rule #6

Reduced life span of new technology. Average life of any
technology has been reduced to mere eighteen months or even
less. This puts a lot of constraints on the organization in terms
of constant upgrades, retraining the resources and recustomizing new tools and solutions. As the Internet platform
and technologies are being defined and enhanced, the cost of
doing business over the Internet is going to remain high. Over
the next couple of years, if the platforms stabilize, we may see
the cost go down, but don’t bet on it.
New Rule #7

Fast, faster, fastest. The biggest change the Internet has
introduced is the acceleration of pace. Your business should
be able to change at the turn of a dime. No more luxury of
waiting to see how the tide turns, because most probably that
tide will be a tsunami that will engulf your business and spit
you out like seaweed. There may not be time enough to react
so the only choice you have is to become proactive and be
ahead of the curve to sustain that competitive edge. Remember,
according to Internet time, three calendar months = one
Internet year!
There are many more rules that can be revised, but I have
mentioned the ones that are critical to the success of your estrategy. All of these will be discussed in detail in the following
chapters. The task of creating and implementing an e-strategy
seems daunting and almost insurmountable, but don’t let that
discourage you. You do not have to understand the Internet
tools and technologies to really benefit from it, the same way
you do not need to know the workings of internal combustion
before you can drive a car.
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Afterthought: Some of the web sites used as examples
have already gone under during the time we took to complete
and publish the book (six months) validating the ideas I discuss
in the book!
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The Four Phas(e)s of Technology

Update May 2018:
The four phases of technology are alive and well; whether you use the terms I
used in my book or those used by others. The only thing that now varies is the
half-life of each of the phase for a newly introduced technology.
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The Four Phas(e)s of Technology

A cloud does not know why it
moves in just such a direction and
at such a speed. It feels an
impulsion…this is the place to go
now. But the sky knows the
reasons and the patterns behind all
clouds, and you will know, too,
when you lift yourself high enough
to see beyond horizons.
n

T

Richard Bach

he year is somewhere in the mid-nineties and the
time of the day is about 6:15 PM. The neighbours
start arriving while the family members have already
taken their places in the room, with the kids in the front and
elders at the back. The late-comers will have to stand in the
doorway and just get a peek at what is going to come alive in
the next few minutes. As the time grows nearer, everyone stops
chatting and starts focussing at the corner of the room where it
lies dark, silent and waiting. By 6:30 PM everyone is silent and
the switch is turned on. Suddenly, the room is filled with sound
and the screen comes alive with moving images! Everyone is
amazed at the technology and the conversation changes to how
it works. A person sitting miles away is simultaneously visible
and heard in thousands of homes! They cannot grasp the idea
of television transmission and airwaves, and sometimes refuse
to believe that the same picture and sound can be transmitted
at the same time to more than one TV set. Everyone comes in
to watch the TV and rarely does anyone focus on the content
being shown on it.
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Fast-forward by a decade or so, and suddenly, the awed
crowd is replaced by complaining viewers. The usual complaints are lack of content or content that does not cater to
their taste or the ‘technical’ lapses by broadcasting stations.
This is inspite of new stations and new programs being added
on a regular basis.
Hey, you thought that you had bought a book on e-strategy, then why are we talking about TV history?
Well, once again, let’s fast-forward to the mid-1990s, more
like late 1994. We are gathered in a friend’s office and he is
demonstrating some software he got from a friend on a floppy
disk, called Mosaic. This software will let you browse something called the Internet or the World Wide Web. Once you
fire up this software, you can get information about anything
you want! If you go to a website called ‘www.yahoo.com’, and
don’t forget to add the prefix http://, you can search for almost
anything in the world! I remember how awestruck everyone
was by the shear amount of information one could get with a
single click. Suddenly, there was an onslaught of information
and the usual topic of conversation was not what information
you could get, but how much.
Move forward by just six months and you get a very different picture. Now, people are talking about the content and
information, not just the capability of a website or the browser.
Suddenly, people are frustrated by the lack of proper content
or its categorization. Whereas, just a few months ago, getting a
response like—‘15426 matches found’ was exhilarating, the
same response becomes a matter of frustration. Now people
want to get the content they were looking for and not all of the
content that happens to match their search criteria.
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What does that tell us? Can we draw any conclusions or
lessons from these two examples for developing an e-strategy? What relevance do these examples have to developing
your e-strategy?

THE FOUR PHASES

The previous examples (similar to which many others can be
suggested) illustrate two specific points that I want to draw
your attention towards. The first is the four phases that any new
technology goes through and the second is the shortening of
each of these phases; in other words, an acceleration of the
pace of change in technology. I call the four phases of any new
technology as:
1. Awe phase
2. Fear and frustration phase
3. Assimilation and innovation phase
4. Stagnation or rebirth.
Awe Phase

Going back to the example of a TV, when it was introduced,
the world was awed by the fact that a live, moving picture
could be transmitted and seen miles away. No one bothered
that the picture was black and white or there was not much of
a choice in content or timing. Just the fact that it could be done
was more than enough for families and neighbours to get together at a certain time and watch the tube come alive. Over a
span of a few years, this phase lead to the next phase, that of
fear and frustration.
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Fear and Frustration Phase

The social experts started warning about the tube’s bad influence on kids and families. TV addiction became a known disorder and many doctors benefited from treating it! The
Orwellians started warning about the tube watching you and
the big brother controlling every aspect of your daily life. On
the other hand, people got frustrated by always having to walk
to the TV set to change channels or not having enough choices
even while the number of channels grew to more than a dozen.
Numerous studies came out debating the benefits and ill-effects of watching too much TV. On one hand, the proponents
touted the educational and awareness benefit to the masses
and the TV being an excellent tool to reach a wide audience;
while on the other hand, the so-called well-wishers of society
demanded that the government control what is shown on TV
to avoid over-exposure to the masses.
Assimilation and Innovation Phase

Over time, society assimilated TV, with all its flaws and illeffects, as part of everyday life. People accepted whatever programming was shown and planned their prime-time around
the shows they liked to watch. Watching the daily news became a kind of a winding-down ritual and the latest episode of
the comedy show was the topic of discussion the next day at
office. Parents learnt to control their kids’ TV time, making
sure that everyone sat at least a certain distance away from it.
Innovative products like remote control and colour came along
and suddenly ‘watching TV’ took on a whole new meaning.
Stagnation or Rebirth

Today, we have a choice of putting a rooftop satellite dish and
receiving more than 500 channels being transmitted across
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the world. If one wishes, one can sit 24 hours in front of the
TV and not repeat the same program twice; but inspite of all
these choices and options, it is often heard that there’s nothing
good to watch on TV!

THE WEB IS WOVEN

The web splashed on to the public radar screen in the mid1990s, even though it had been around for three decades.
Compared to any other technological advance, this blew everything away, primarily for one reason—it was free, excluding
connection charges. On top of that, it was close to reaching
worldwide instantaneous! Now you could e-mail a friend halfway across the earth and you could almost bet on it that she or
he would receive it within five minutes of you hitting the ‘send’
button. You could also visit a portal site and search or browse
information to your heart’s content. But, this awe phase for the
web did not last more than a year. Today, getting countless
hits for your search frustrates rather than makes you happy.
Not receiving an e-mail response from your friend within 24
hours infuriates you whereas, earlier, a letter a month was considered a speedy response.
Suddenly, the ‘Orwellians’ woke up again! The bureaucrats and self-proclaimed society well-wishers wanted the government to step in and regulate the Internet for the public’s
own good! The media started feeding off their hands and started
reporting accounts of teenagers downloading instructions for
making bombs over the Internet. Once again, ‘web-addiction’
became known as a disorder and many help centers started
running advertisements to help you get rid of this addiction
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for a ‘nominal’ fee. They protested: We must rate these sites.
We must stop kids from visiting all these pornographic sites.
We must stop kids from buying cigarettes and alcohol over the
Internet. We must stop these businesses from collecting all this
data about consumers and selling it to other businesses. Please,
government, you must step in!!! The fear had set in and society was struggling to come to terms with this thing called the
Internet. The bureaucracy, taking bait meanwhile, was trying
to regulate it before the public could assimilate the web and
internalize what was happening.
Suddenly, with the introduction of graphics, streaming
video and sound, the public was pushed back into the ‘awe’
phase, even though some of capabilities of the Internet had
already moved into the second or third phase; e.g. search and
e-mail. Once again, the public did not mind giving all the information about themselves just to experience a site with moving images and sound!
What differentiates the web from any other technological
advance is that it is multi-dimensional in nature. Consider the
TV: It is linear—the only thing you can do is to improve the
hardware or add more features. All the user can do is sit and
watch whatever is on the tube. The most interaction you will
do is to flip between channels. There have been a lot of attempts on interactive TV that never took off. In contrast, on
the web front, you can communicate, get or post information,
do commerce, get help, provide help, exchange ideas, bank
etc. and the opportunities are growing by the hour. Each of
these capabilities becomes a whole new dimension in itself
and goes through its own four phases.

The Four Phas(e)s of Technology
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Even after assimilating some functions or aspects of the
web like e-mail, searching or browsing, we are still awed every
day with something new. So, while the e-mail technology has
almost moved to the fourth phase, the information aspect
(searches and portal etc) is moving into the second or third
phase and functions like VoIP (voice over IP), i.e. free phone
calls over the net, are still in the first phase.
Whereas it took a technology like the TV to move from
the ‘awe’ phase to the ‘fear and frustration’ phase almost a
decade or more, it took the web less than two years. With
every new technology being introduced on the web, the interval between the various phases is decreasing.
These phases of technology evolution are similar to the
product evolution model, called the buying hierarchy, created
by Windermere Associates of San Francisco, California. This
model suggests that products typically evolve through four
phases: Functionality, reliability, convenience and price.
Initially, when no available product satisfies the functionality
requirements of the market, the basis of competition tends to
be product functionality. As soon as one or more products
credibly satisfy the market’s demands for functionality, then it
stops being the differentiation strategy and customers start
focusing on the reliability of the product. Till the market demand
for reliability exceeds that what the vendors can provide, this
continues to be the competitive advantage. When one or more
product meets the customer expectations for reliability,
convenience becomes the strategic advantage till one or more
vendors improve their services to satisfy the market’s
expectations for convenience in conducting a business. The
final phase of product evolution is price and all other things
being equal, the customers will only focus on the price of a
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product. The primary factor driving the transition from one
phase to the next, is oversupply in each phase and increase in
customer expectations.
Why is this important to understand? It becomes crucial
in planning your e-strategy if you have an understanding of
where the market and technology is and at what stage you are
stepping in. If you are planning to build a portal today, your
strategy should be totally different from the one you would
employ if you were doing it five years ago. In the following
chapters, I will discuss how you should plan your e-strategy
around each phase and what factors should be considered.
Putting it all in a customer and social perspective, it would
not be wrong to say that as any technology or product moves
from the ‘awe’ phase towards the ‘stagnation/rebirth’ phase, the
customer expectations increase dramatically. In terms of
e-strategy, this implies that you better understand which phase
your e-solution fits into and then plan to build and deliver your
solution to meet customer expectations for a product in that
phase. For example, your customers may be willing to overlook
the glitches in the VoIP capability of your website, but may walk
away if the search capability does not meet their expectations
or the e-mail is not responded to within acceptable time.
A Brief History of the Internet
1962–1969

The Internet is first conceived in the early ‘1960s and
under the United States’ Department of Defense’s
Advanced Research Project Agency (ARPA), it grows into
a small network (ARPANET), intended to promote the
(Contd.)
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sharing of super-computers amongst researchers in the
US. Later the RAND Corporation begins research into
robust, distributed communication networks for military
command and control.
1970 –1979

Although originally designed to allow scientists to share
data and access remote computers, the e-mail quickly
becomes the most popular application. The ARPANET
becomes a high-speed digital post office, as people use it
to collaborate on research projects and discuss topics of
various interests. It grows to 23 hosts, connecting universities and government research centers around the country.
The InterNetworking Working Group (INWG) becomes the first of several standards-setting entities to govern the growing network and Vinton Cerf is elected the
first chairman, who later becomes known as the “Father
of the Internet”.
The ARPANET then goes international, with connections to the University College in London, England
and the Royal Radar Establishment in Norway. In 1976,
Queen Elizabeth goes online with the first royal e-mail
message.
The general public gets its first vague hint of how
networked computers can be used in daily life as the
commercial version of the ARPANET goes online. The
ARPANET has now moved away from its military/research roots.
1980 –1989

The ARPANET has grown to 213 hosts. A new host
is added approximately once every 20 days. Bob Kahn
(Contd.)
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and Vint Cerf are key members of a team that creates
TCP/IP, the common language of all Internet computers.
For the first time, the loose collection of networks which
made up the ARPANET is seen as an “internet”, and the
Internet as we know it today, is born.
The mid-1980s marks a boom in the personal computer and super-minicomputer industries. The combination of inexpensive desktop machines and powerful, network-ready servers allows many companies to join the
Internet for the first time. Corporations begin to use the
Internet to communicate with each other and with their
customers.
In 1984, William Gibson coins the term “cyberspace”
in his novel Neuromancer. By 1988, the Internet is an
essential tool for communications. However, it also begins
to create concerns about privacy and security in the digital
world. New words, such as “hacker”, “cracker” and”
electronic break-in”, are created. These new worries are
dramatically demonstrated on November 1, 1988, when
a malicious program called the “Internet Worm”,
temporarily disables approximately 6,000 of the 60,000
hosts at that time.
In 1988, the Computer Emergency Response Team
(CERT) is formed to address security concerns raised by
the Worm and by 1989, the number of Internet hosts exceeds 100,000.
1990 –2000

The ARPANET is decommissioned, leaving only the vast
network-of-networks called the Internet. In 1991, the
number of hosts now exceeds 300,000 and the National
Science Foundation lifts the restriction on commercial
use, clearing the way for the age of electronic commerce.
(Contd.)
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“Gopher”, the first point-and-click way of navigating
the files of the Internet, is freely distributed on the Internet.
Its creator, MaCahill, calls it “the first Internet application
my mom can use.”
1991 is also the year in which Tim Berners-Lee,
working at CERN in Switzerland, posts the first computer
code of the World Wide Web in a relatively innocuous
newsgroup, “alt.hypertext”. The ability to combine
words, pictures and sounds on web pages excites many
computer programmers, who see the potential for
publishing information on the Internet in a way that can
be as easy as using a word processor.
Eventually, Marc Andreesen and a group of student
programmers at the NCSA (the National Center for
Supercomputing Applications) develop a graphical
browser for the World Wide Web called Mosaic.
Now, more than 1,000,000 hosts are part of the
Internet. In 1993, Mosaic, the first graphics-based Web
browser, becomes available.
In 1994, Marc Andreesen and Jim Clark form
‘Netscape Communications Corp’. Pizza Hut accepts
orders for a mushroom, pepperoni with extra cheese
over the net, and Japan’s Prime Minister goes online at
http://www.kantei.go.jp.
In 1995, NSFNET reverts back to a research project,
leaving the Internet in commercial hands. Sun
Microsystems releases an Internet programming language
called Java, which radically alters the way applications
and information can be retrieved, displayed, and used
over the Internet.

(Contd.)
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By 1996, approximately 40 million people are connected to the Internet, and Internet-related companies
like Netscape are the darlings of high-tech investors.
Within 30 years, from the 1960’s to the 1990’s, the
Internet has grown from a Cold War concept to the Information Superhighway. Just as the railroads of the 19th
century enabled the Machine Age, and revolutionized
the society of the time, the Internet takes us into the Information Age, and profoundly affects the world in which
we live.
Today, some people telecommute over the Internet,
allowing them to choose where to live, based on their
criteria rather than proximity to work. Many cities view
the Internet as a solution to their clogged highways and
fouled air. Schools use the Internet as a vast electronic
library, with untold possibilities. Doctors use the Internet
to consult with colleagues half a world away. And even as
the Internet offers a single ‘Global village’, it threatens to
create a 2nd class citizenship among those without access.
As a new generation grows up accustomed to communicating through a keyboard as in person, life on the Internet
will become an increasingly important part of life on Earth.
(For a detailed history of the Internet, visit
http://www.isoc.org/internet-history/)
nn

ACCELERATION OF PACE

This brings us to the second point that we need to understand
before we start talking about e-strategy. Gordon Moore, an
inventor of the integrated circuit (IC) and the then chairman
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of Intel, noted in 1965 that the surface area of a transistor was
being reduced by approximately 50 per cent every 12 months.
In 1975, he was reported to have revised this observation to 18
months and this insightful observation has become known as
‘Moore’s law.’
The result is that almost every two years, you can pack
twice as many transistors on an IC which doubles both the
number of components on a chip as well as its speed. Since
the cost of an IC is fairly constant, this implies that every two
years, you can get twice as much circuitry running at twice the
speed for the same price. For many technology-driven applications, software or hardware, that’s an effective quadrupling
of value.
Figure 1.1 represents the growth in the number of transistors on a chip from 1972 to 2000 (Source: Intel’s press release kits
from http://www.intel.com/pressroom/kits/processors/quickreffam.htm).

Fig. 1.1 n Moore’s law at work in Intel’s chips
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This rapid increase in processing power has fueled a faster
pace of technology development, which in turn has raised customer expectations for faster and better results. We are already
familiar with the Internet year, which is equivalent to three
calendar months; which means that the customers today expect your organization to perform in three months, what would
have taken one year in the pre-Internet era.
Once we understand the implications of these two fundamentals, the knowledge can be used to develop an e-strategy
that will be viable and can provide a strategic advantage to
your organization, both in the short-term and the long-term.
On the other hand, this also poses unique challenges in terms
of planning, the quality of solutions to be developed, managing a team and pricing your products and services, so that the
net result is a gain to the organization, rather than a drain.

Summary
So far, we have seen that looking from a user or customer’s behaviour perspective, any new technology goes through four phases. The very first phase is ‘awe’ where the customers tend to use
the technology just because it is there. In the early days of the
Internet, ever so often, we used the browser to search for information—not because we needed it but just because we could!
Hopping from one URL to another, trying to see how far we
could take the links, itself provided the thrill and we rarely
stopped long enough on each page to read the information.
The ‘awe’ phase very soon led to the second phase of ‘fear
and frustration’, where many of us got frustrated when we actually went to a portal to look for specific information. The URL
hopping was a frustrating experience and the thrill was gone.

The Four Phas(e)s of Technology

17

Now, we expected the relevant information to be presented to
us on the very first click! Sociologists started fearing the social
impact of the web. Numerous quick studies were conducted to
define web addiction and its remedy, which many-a-time benefited the organization that conducted the study! Some real cases
or web addiction were brought to light that led to the break-up
of marriages or isolation of a person where one preferred to
chat in the virtual world rather than stepping outside and chatting in the real world. The openness of the web, its founding
principle, came under attack as legislators and well-wishers of
society wanted to control what could or could not be put on the
web. Newspapers started running stories about kids buying guns
and alcohol over the web and terrorists organizations putting
bomb-making instructions on the web.
We seem to have reached, or in some cases passed, the
third phase of ‘assimilation and innovation’ of the web. Increase in e-commerce is one of the indications that we have
become comfortable with buying goods and services on-line
and do not worry when we provide our credit card number or
other information over the web. With the posting of details of
President Clinton’s affair with Monica Lewinsky on the web,
even the US government indicated that the web was the best
platform for information dissemination.
Some early web technologies, like e-mail, search and
browsing, have moved into the fourth phase of stagnation and
rebirth by now. The time has come when some of these technologies are going to come back with a brand new face and
put us right back into the very first phase of ‘awe’ or else, continue to stagnate in their existing forms with incremental improvements.
The acceleration of the pace in technological change adds
more complexity to creating an e-strategy. It seems that you
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are always trying to hit a moving target and not only is the
target moving, but you also have to change your weapon and
learn new rules of the game ever so often. A new measurement
of time, an Internet year that is equal to three calendar months,
has been adopted by a business world driven by e-speed. This
shrinkage of time impacts not only the strategy, but also how
e-solutions are developed, marketed and built.

Chapter

2

To e or Not to e?

Update May 2018:
Over the last two decades, I have observed a typical evolution of digital
transformation or digital strategy across various organizations; even the ones that
were late to the game. I continue to be surprised that the e-strategy is usually left to
be driven bottoms up rather than, what should have been, tops down.
A lot of effort and time is wasted in enabling half-baked capabilities online before
the top management wakes up to the fact that this is something that should be
driven tops down with an holistic approach.
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Always listen to experts. They’ll
tell you what can’t be done, and
why. Then do it.
n

Robert A. Heinlein

T

he very first question that one needs to ask before
developing an e-strategy is whether or not it makes
sense. Due to industry pressure and for the sake of
being perceived as being on the cutting edge of technology,
many organizations just put up a website that duplicates their
brochures and gets a stamp of ‘being on the web’. The website
then rarely gets updated and most of the information provided
on the site adds little or no value to the customer or the organization. More often than not, the reason why many organizations do not go beyond the very first step of brochure-ware
site is because of a (surprise!) lack of a viable e-strategy.
The implications of creating and implementing an e-strategy can be as profound as the rebirth of an organization or as
fatal as losing your brand equity, which implies not only losing valuable market-share, but also business partners and valuable employees. The complete spectrum of the organization’s
past and the intended goal should be taken into account before the strategy is put in place; some of the important ones
will be discussed in the following chapters.
The first and foremost audience that needs to be considered is the customers. What will be the impact of your estrategy on your customers? Will the existing customers find
value-added benefit or will they be intimidated by it? Will your
e-solutions create a new customer base for you? What if your
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e-solution is so successful that the traffic brings down your
web site? What about back-end processes of order fulfillment
and customer support? Even one slip can have a large impact
on your company’s image and customer confidence.
The second group that should be considered is your
employees. Do they have the skills that are needed to create
and implement an e-strategy? Will the other employees feel
redundant or fear losing jobs because of automation? What if
you are successful beyond your imagination? Will your
employees be overwhelmed with the unexpected workload
and how will they cope with it? Or, what if you build and no
one comes? Will your employees lose confidence in the
organization’s ability to execute flawlessly?
The third and equally important group that needs to be
taken into account is your business partners. Once you define
an e-strategy, how will it impact your business partners? Will
it force them to do away with the existing way of conducting
business? Or, will your e-solutions complement your existing
solutions? Are your partners’ systems ready for taking the
maximum benefit out of this automation? Will they perceive
you as a competitor once you implement your strategy?
These are some of the important questions that need to
be asked before a strategy is created and finalized. This does
not mean that if there is a negative impact to either one of the
groups, then you should not move forward. On the contrary,
doing this thinking and planning before-hand will save some
heartburn and also save you a lot of time and energy fighting
unnecessary fires that can be avoided altogether.
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DEFINING VALUE PROPOSITIONS

When you embark on creating an e-strategy, you would want
to define value propositions for each of the audience—the customers, employees and partners. Defining these value propositions will help you stay focussed and articulate what success
looks like. Whether you are an organization that plans to extend its existing business model to the Internet or an e-solution provider, it is crucial to have a clear vision of what is the
business benefit that you intend to gain from implementing
your e-strategy.

The Customers

To define customer value propositions, you first need to understand your existing customers and the new ones you plan
to target. With that information, you then need to segment the
customers between the ones you would like to direct to your
website and the ones you would still want to visit your office
or brick and mortar stores. Once you understand the customer
segments, then you can define the core value proposition for
the targetted customers and design your e-solutions around
the profile of this audience. These value propositions should
be kept in focus to help you create a meaningful user experience and measure against the intended business objective.
Further, if the site or e-solution is designed to meet value propositions for a certain audience, other visitors will get visual clues,
right from the homepage, if the website is meant for them.
For example, sites like women.com, ivillage.com,
sparshbazaar.com are targetted towards women. If you
visit these sites, it becomes very apparent from the homepage
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who the target audience is and what value the site provides to
the targetted audience. Sites like bababazaar.com, cdnow.com,
beauty.com,beautyarcade.com and cdbazaar.com, target specific products, as would be clear from the name of the site or
from the homepage of the site. Furthermore, many sites target
a specific region or cities, e.g. bababazaar.com and jaldi.com
clearly mention what cities they serve right on the homepage,
so that the customer need not proceed further if they do not
belong to the region that can be served.
Portal sites, like Yahoo!, have a value proposition—they
are a one-stop shop for content and e-commerce. It’s interesting to note that these portal sites started as a search engine,
then proceeded to become a portal and are now providing a
one-stop shop for almost anything that an individual would
like to do over the Internet. This means that when creating
your e-strategy, you should plan for the value propositions
that you want to deliver on a long-term basis, and not just the
first release of your e-solutions.
Currently, existing e-commerce sites, like the ones mentioned above, focus on the value proposition of convenience,
price or building of communities. Each of these propositions
is targetted towards a different set of customers and sometimes
overlap to enhance user experience. With an increase in working families (where both the husband and wife are working or
single parent families), many of these sites provide an easy
way to get mundane tasks done over the net. Companies like
webvan.com extend this model further, by allowing the customers to define a 30-minute time window within which the
delivery of goods will be made at the selected location. This
provides a convenient, albeit a little expensive, way to get the
same goods or services for which the customer may have to
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devote some precious time. Some other sites, like amazon.com
and buy.com compete on the basis of price and limited convenience. The reason I say ‘limited’ is because the customers
are still dependent on the delivery of goods by courier services like UPS, FedEx etc. which are not bound by corporate
policies of the e-store.
e-Auction sites like eBay.com or group-buying sites like
mercata.com focus on building communities and e-commerce
is driven and conducted on the basis of these communities.
These companies make money by helping individuals trade
among themselves or helping a group of individuals or a community negotiate a lower price for a product they happen to
like. Some of these models will be discussed in detail in the
following chapters. No matter what you define as your value
proposition for the customers, just make sure that the entire
organization is focussed on delivering these propositions.

Employees

The e-engineering of your organization will not only impact
your customers, but will have equal or, in some cases, a more
profound impact on your employees. Web-enabling your existing solutions or putting a web brochure, will not carry you a
lot farther—which means that your employees will have to
create, support and enhance e-solutions that will help you meet
your business objectives. On the other hand, the very first and
natural reaction of employees towards any type of automation
is fear and resistance. The fear comes from the assumption
that automation will result in job losses and the resistance comes
from the fact that they will have to learn new ‘stuff’ and change
their method of working.
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In order to gain the support of your employees, you will
need to create target value propositions for them, which will
be different from what you create for your customers or partners. These propositions should be used to motivate and encourage employees to adopt the new technology and bring in
behavioural changes that will help the organization move faster
in implementing the e-strategy. Given the wide spectrum and
behavioural resistance of people, you may have to use the old
formula of a carrot-and-a-stick! On the other hand, be prepared for creative ideas on how the e-organization can help
the employees achieve a better work/life balance or breakthrough ideas for giving you a competitive edge over your
competitors.
The value propositions to your employees can be telecommuting, more efficiency, better task and work management
and an upgraded skill set that will make them more marketable.
You can also create special bonuses that are tied to the success
of e-strategy implementation. Remember, if your employees
have not bought into your vision, you may not end up with
the quality of e-solutions that you intended, which will directly
impact the customer base that you plan to target. The situation
becomes tricky if you have to hire consultants or out-source
the effort because your current employees do not have the
skill set to deliver the goods.
Along with value propositions for your employees that
would encourage them to adopt new technologies and learn
new skills, you also need to plan how the organization will
help employees achieve these objectives. If e-commerce solutions do not have a reliable back-office support system, you
risk losing brand equity and having a negative impact on the
customers.
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Partners

When you expose your order placement system to millions of
customers around the world, you better prepare your business partners, suppliers, resellers, retailers, etc. to service these
customers. The challenge of opening an e-door to your customers is that it impacts your entire supply chain, going right
through to your partners. What if suddenly your customers
select a bright yellow colour for your product? Will your suppliers have enough inventories to help you fulfil these orders?
Just as you have to create value propositions for your customers to make them come to your website and order on-line,
and your employees to build, maintain and support these
e-solutions, you also need to define value propositions for your
partners that will support your e-fforts.
The primary value proposition for your partners would
be similar to the ones you will have for your organization for
adopting an e-strategy—a few important ones being reduction
in operational cost, increase in business, customer loyalty and
retention. With you adopting an e-strategy, will your partners
have to adopt one too? Will the added cost benefit their bottom line? Will it give them an exclusive advantage with you?
For some of your suppliers and partners, the most compelling advantage will be if you can position yourself as their
e-procurement center. This way, you not only take ownership
of managing their supplies, but also absorb whatever cost they
would have to incur in doing business with you over the
Internet.
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THE e-UNIVERSE

Once you decide to go ahead and create an e-strategy for your
organization, which space do you target first? Broadly, the
e-universe can be divided into three segments—the Internet,
the Intranet and the Extranet. Any e-solution or website that is
open for general public, falls into the domain of the Internet.
Internal solutions or websites that are contained behind a
firewall, are in Intranet space. All your business-to-business esolutions and websites that are protected with some form of
security and are only accessible by getting the appropriate login
account, will come under your Extranet.
To use more common acronyms, all your b2c (business to
consumer) solutions will belong to Internet space; the b2e (business to employee) solutions will cover the Intranet and the b2b
(business to business) solutions will be in Extranet space. Even
within these solutions, there are various models you can adopt
as each of these solutions have at least three distinct flavours—
one-to-one, one-to-many and the marketplace.
Business-to-consumer (B2C)

The oldest and the very first target space that created the
Internet buzz, is the b2c segment. The only type of solution
created in the early days, and in some cases even today, is
one-to-many. That means the e-solution or website will provide
all the users with exactly the same experience, no matter how
different their profile or even if they are coming back to your
site for the fourth time in a single hour. Every user will be
offered the same products, prices and promotions without any
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regard to their prior purchases from the e-store, demographic
information or behaviour and interaction pattern.
This type of solution design has been carried forward from
the legacy days of mainframe and client/server programming,
when the users operated the same programs over and over
again for years without the software learning the ways of the
user. With the evolution of new technologies like personalization, you can now design a solution that provides a unique
(1-to-1) experience for each user, and the more any user uses a
personalized solution, the more unique and meaningful it becomes for that user. With proper use of personalization technologies, your website or e-solution can behave differently for
each user!
As I said above, even within b2c space, there are different e-commerce models that can be adopted by an organization. Each has a specific benefit and drawback so you may
have to and will also lead to a different strategy in terms of
developing appropriate solutions and business processes. You
may even choose to start with one model, but then migrate to
a very different model of e-commerce once you gain enough
experience and knowledge of your customers and the market
segment.
One-to-many e-commerce

This is the simplest form of e-commerce solution and also the
oldest. If you are a newcomer to the e-arena and do not have
appropriate resources or experience, this should be your starting point. But remember, because the pioneers of b2c e-commerce have already moved on to 1-to-1 e-commerce by using
the latest personalization technologies, your customers will not
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be ‘awed’ by your solution. On the contrary, they may get
‘frustrated’, as they will compare you to the big-boys of this
market space. So, if you indeed want to go ahead with this
strategy, make sure that the life of the solution will not be more
than three months and plan to follow-up with appropriate enhancements to the model by bringing in value-added technologies like personalization, communities, voice-chat, etc.
Figure 2.1 depicts a typical web-enabling of an existing
business model to provide an e-commerce solution.

Fig. 2.1

One-to-one e-commerce

Imagine walking into a store and the person who greets you
not only knows your name, but also knows all your buying
history, street address, along with your buying preferences and
pattern! In the real world, this may seem almost an impossible
task because of employee rotation, memory lapses or even the
capability of the person. With software technologies, this task
can be automated for not only one but also each and every
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customer that clicks on the buy button on your site. The benefits of treating each customer as an individual and using profiling capabilities, end up in better customer retention and repeat buyers.
One-to-one marketing and e-commerce requires that the
customers provide you with as much information about themselves and their preferences as possible. If you do not want the
customers to provide this information, then you will have to
save each and every click of the user. The second option provides a lot more data, but sifting through that data to convert it
into information that may help you improve customer experience and result in more revenue, provides a greater challenge.
On the other hand, asking the customer to fill in form after
form to provide maximum information about oneself, results
in abandoned shopping carts and frustrated users. With the
increase in digital theft and concern over privacy, customers
will be more reluctant to provide information about themselves
or may provide incorrect information.
Figure 2.2 shows the logical representation of one-to-one
e-commerce.
Marketplace (Many-to-many)

In the e-marketplace, there are two models emerging, the first
with the business model, ‘name-your-price’, was pioneered by
Priceline.com. This model is for price-conscious customers
who are willing to trade their convenience, brand loyalty for
the lowest price possible. Typically, this model works by the
customer quoting a price for a specific good or service and
waiting for a response from the intermediary, who in turn partners with various goods and service providers who want to get
rid of their excess inventory and are willing to drop their prices.
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Fig. 2.2

If no supplier is willing to match the price quoted by the customer, she or he will have to re-submit a quote and wait for
the response. The iteration continues until at least one provider is willing to meet the quoted price, which then locks the
customer with that provider and the transaction.
In this case, if you want to travel, say from New Delhi to
New York, you go to priceline.com and enter the price you
are willing to pay for the trip. You cannot mention any preference for airlines, departure or arrival time, dates or route, as
the agency or airline willing to meet your price, will determine all of this. So, you may get a ticket that takes you from
New Delhi to Singapore to Dubai to Bombay to Tai Pei to
Hong Kong to Frankfurt to New York in a total of seven days
of travel time. But you would have paid the price you wanted
to pay, which in most cases may or may not be that different
from the lowest price on the market.
The other model, implemented by companies like
Mercata.com among others, is ‘reverse-auction’. In this model,
the intermediary uses the collective buying power of customers
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to get discounts from the goods and service providers. The
customers can offer the current price or type in whatever price
they want to pay.
If the customer selects the current price, she or he gets
the product at that price or less, depending on how many other
people select that product. If the customer offers a lower price,
she or he will only get the item if the price drops to what was
offered, or below. With this model, every customer can see
what price is being offered at that time and can either participate or pass upon the item. The model works well for customers who are brand conscious, but still want to get the lowest
possible price for that item.
Here, you will visit the e-merchant site and either select
from the list of items being offered or start your own ‘buy
session’ on a certain item from the catalogue. You will specify
the price you would like to pay for that item and wait for other
customers to select the same item to buy at a specific price.
This ‘buy session’ will be kept live for a certain time, usually
1 – 3 days, and the more people select that specific item, the
more the vendor may drop the price because of the guaranteed number of buyers. At the end of the ‘buy session’, all the
customers who submitted a bid for a price higher or equal to
the price at the time of closing of session, will get the product
at the closing price, which may result in some extra savings
for some of the customers.
Figure 2.3 represents the working of marketplace websites,
where both the sellers and the buyers are bidding for goods,
services and customers, while the e-merchant facilitates the
transaction and charges a fee, mostly from the business partners, for it.
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Fig. 2.3

Business-to-business (B2B)

The second wave of e-verything was in the b2b space where,
by some estimates, we will see approximately trade worth $1
trillion by 2003. In b2b space too, the same three business
models apply as in b2c—viz., one-to-many, one-to-one and
many-to-many. The primary difference between b2c and b2b
is in the implementation of each of the models and the objectives of the parties involved in the transaction. In the first two
models for b2b, the e-commerce will be driven by one of the
parties with, most of the times, no intermediary involved. The
usage of the e-solutions, in this case, will be by invitation only;
that means each user or customer will have a pre-set user ID
and a profile pre-defined by the leading business partner, whose
e-solutions will be used by everyone else.
The exact implementation of the e-solution will depend
upon the size of the organization and its business partners. For
businesses, the e-commerce model consists of more than just
the financial transactions as a large part of exchange happens
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around information that consists of office documents, e-mails,
ideas, plans and other unstructured content. The same philosophy and technologies should be applied in b2b solutions
just as in b2c solutions—such as personalization, profiling and
focus on proving an excellent user experience.
One-to-many and One-to-one

Unlike b2c, in b2b space, there is a blurry line between the
one-to-many and one-to-one model, primarily because it belongs in the Extranet space. When one company extends its
internal systems on to the web (Extranet) and provides the
business partners the ability to conduct or track transactions,
there is a security process involved. The process will include
creating a unique user ID for each of the users and also creating a profile of that user, which will define the authorization
and entitlement for the user. This, in a broader sense, does
provide a certain level of personalization as not everyone will
see exactly the same information or will have access to similar
capabilities or functional modules of the system.
The use of profiling and controlling the access based on a
user’s profile, does not go as far as the personalization techniques. Consider that an organization has set up the web-front
for content (information) sharing. Even though it may have
created separate profiles for various user groups like managers, engineers and buyers for its business partners, the information that is meaningful for the users within each segment
may vary to a large extent. So, a manager in the procurement
department of your business partner will be interested in very
different content than a manager in the R&D department. With
personalization technologies, you will be able to deliver content that is very much tailored to the needs of each user and
will help the person be more productive in his or her job.
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Figure 2.4 is the graphical representation of the simplest
b2b e-solution.

Fig. 2.4

When developing b2b e-solutions, many organizations just
put up a web front-end to their existing client/server or legacy
systems and then stop at that. They fail to realize or understand the full impact of e-solutions, because it is not an end in
itself but a path to revitalize the entire business and chart out a
new direction for the organization. The e-business strategy
should be looked at as a brand new way of doing business,
which means looking at the business processes end-to-end and
seizing the opportunity to improve or remove any one of the
processes that may stop you from taking full advantage of this
new medium.
B2B Marketplaces

B2B marketplaces are where businesses via for each other’s
business or get rid of their surplus. One of the differences between b2b and b2c e-marketplaces is that they can be of vertical or horizontal industry. When office supply vendors bid for
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the business of large companies, they will not segregate their
products or participation in the marketplace, based on the industry the company may belong to. This type of marketplace
is termed as horizontal, which means the products being sold
and bought can be used across in any company, irrespective
of the industry it may belong to or the market segment or size.
Many products, on the other hand, only make sense for
certain types of organizations. Potatoes make sense for a certain type of chip manufacturing industry, while silicon will be
useful in another type of chip manufacturing industry. The
marketplaces that cater to a certain type of industry, are known
as verticals.
Currently, most of these marketplaces are being run by
e-intermediaries like CommerceOne, VerticalNet among
others. But that does not mean that a large company cannot
create it’s own marketplace for getting rid of its surplus or
anything else like old equipment, for that matter. Figure 2.5
represents the most common business model of an eintermediary for a b2b marketplace.

Fig. 2.5
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When creating your e-strategy, you may want to understand better the impact of b2b e-space for your organization.
This space has the most profound impact on not only the business processes of the organization, but also its structure, employees and customers, not to mention partners. In some cases,
your b2b strategy may even force you to re-think your b2c
strategy.
Business-to-employee (B2E)

As of writing this book, the b2e space is still very much in
infancy, as the industry is still grappling with how exactly to
define this space. What type of information can be put on the
Intranet? Should external web links be provided? If yes, then
in what shape and form? Will there be a need for any e-commerce or e-marketplace solutions? Does the content and capabilities (software, solutions, etc.) that help an employee do
their job better, belong in b2b or b2e space? Where and how
to define the separating line?
In my opinion, this space is the easiest to define but more
difficult to implement. Specifically, in large organizations where
people change jobs within the company but do not update
their profile or the back-end systems, may not be integrated
enough to have up-to-date information. Security is also the
biggest challenge, as the employees are inside the firewall and
have access to inside systems or can bypass security more easily than someone trying to hack your e-solution from the outside of the firewall.
One-to-one and One-to-many

Just as in b2b space, here too we see less of differentiation
between one-to-one and one-to-many because the very nature
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of information exchange between the company and employee
is more of one-to-one nature. On the other hand, implementing personalization in the b2e space is the easiest, as not only
the profile but also other demographic details of each user are
known to the maximum accuracy possible.
There are two different types of content categories that need
to be provided to the employees—1) information about the
organization and their job function, 2) information that may
impact them as an individual or their families. Corporate
initiatives, strategy, goals, sales lead, customer support information, etc. fall into the first category and information about a
change in benefits, new job openings, re-organization, etc. fall
in the second category. Even in each of these categories and
classes of content, not everyone will be receiving the same information or not at the same time. While the senior executive management will know about the merger early on, the information
and details behind the actual merger will be filtered to the rest
of the organization on time-release basis or on need basis.
B2E solutions will be one of the biggest growth areas in
the near future and will play a crucial role in hiring, motivating and retention of employees. Other intangible benefits of
solutions in this space will be to bring transparency within the
organization and take care of the rumour mill.
B2E Marketplaces

Usually, large organizations have partnerships or agreements
with various vendors or service providers that give special
discounted rates to their employees. The way this works is
similar to group-buying practices as discussed in the b2c space
earlier. The organizations have a wealth of information about
their employees, which is accurate as it can be and the vendors
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or service providers get free advertisement through the
organization. This becomes a win-win situation for both the
organization and the vendors or service providers, along with
employees who intend to use these services. In this case, the
organization itself is acting as an intermediary between its
employees and the vendors and over time, will have to spend
resources to bring in more partnerships and to also keep the
information current, so that there are no surprises—neither
for the employees, nor for the providers.
This may work well for a large organization where having resources dedicated to this job is a sunk cost, or vendors
and service providers are lined up to get a foothold into the
organization because of its size and potential market. But what
about small to medium companies? Not everyone works for a
large company but would still want to get discounts on items
of regular or daily use or vacations etc. This is where the b2e
marketplaces will come into play that will help the organization outsource this function and also get better deals by using
the combined employee base of other organizations. Companies like ‘perksatwork.com’ have already started creating this
marketplace, where all employees of a certain company can
login and see, all in one place, various discounts available to
them as shown in Fig. 2.6 below.
There are many more considerations in terms of capabilities, function and scope of what can be done in each of the
e-spaces mentioned above. Your e-strategy should take a look
at all of these spaces and decide which one to target first or
simultaneously. Even though you may use the same technologies or tools in each of these spaces, like personalization, collaboration, VoIP etc; their actual implementation will differ as
the goals of each e-solution will be different.
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Fig. 2.6

More Alphabets in the Soup

There is one more e-model that is emerging rapidly but may
not directly impact a business, but businesses can be built
around it. Many names are floating around—consumer-to-consumer (C2C), or person-to-person (P2P) or peer-to-peer (P2P,
again!). Ebay is the pioneer in the C2C model where it serves
as a marketplace for auctions conducted by individuals, kind
of a large flee-market. The business model is similar to marketplaces in other e-spaces.
Similar model but to a lesser degree of a marketplace is
adopted by Napster. This is a piece of software creating a lot of
controversy because it lets users swap digital music with each
other. The users still have to go through the Napster database to
connect with other users but beyond that any one user can swap
digital music files with each other directly without uploading
anything on Napster servers or getting Napster involved.
Extending that model a little further is another piece of
the software Gnutella, which does not contain any database
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nor requires the user to first create a profile with a central
system. With this model, all a user has to do is install the software and then connect to at least one person (using the IP
address) within the Gnutella network, another user who has
the same software installed. Then, you can just allocate a special folder on your desktop that will be open to other Gnutella
users for read access, which then allows you to share not just
music, but any file stored in that folder. This kind of contentsharing may bring in new ways for collaboration, that can be
very useful for organizations that create content, specifically in
the E2E (employee-to-employee) space.
As these models are still emerging, it’s hard to say exactly
how they will morph or change in the long run because of the
legal issues of piracy and copyrights. Legislation, software
piracy laws or content creators may threaten to kill these models
or render them unusable. Or, the content providers (software,
music, movies, etc) may come to terms with zero-priced
products and find different ways of generating revenue.
Whatever the end result, this model of content exchange is
going to become another killer for Internet and will introduce
a new model of interaction and commerce.

Summary
We have seen that developing an e-strategy is more than just
putting up a website or putting a web front-end on the existing
client/server or legacy systems. The e-strategy should be based
upon a new way of doing business and should review every
aspect of the organization to best utilize the new medium.
Unless you only plan to create a brochure-ware site and nothing
beyond, you will have to look at the impact of your strategy

To e or Not to e?

45

on your customers, employees and partners and take each of
these into account.
The other influencing factor to your strategy should be a
clear understanding of your position vis-à-vis the market space
and which of the four phases the industry and technology is
in. If the technology or industry for your solution is still in the
‘awe’ phase, then you better create a strategy that will give
you the fastest speed to market as, during this phase, it’s the
land-grab or capture-the-market-share situation. On the other
hand, if the technology and industry has already moved to the
last phase of ‘stagnation and rebirth’ then you should focus on
creating a breakthrough solution that will bring your customers and the industry back into the ‘awe’ phase.
To put all these e-spaces in perspective, here’s a logical
representation of them as shown in Fig. 2.7.

Fig. 2.7
When creating an e-strategy start with a focus on one of
the e-spaces. The least risky is b2e space, as you will have
more leverage with the users of your solutions and you can
involve the actual users into building the solutions. If you are
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not in a speed to market situation, starting with this space makes
more logical sense as you would want to have your employees
ready and trained before making them support e-customers
or e-partners. This will also give you an opportunity to lay the
foundations for later integration of enterprise applications like
CRM, Order Management and Fulfillment, and Customer
Support.
If you plan to position yourself as an industry leader in
your market space, then target the b2b or b2c solution. Both
of these are more risky than the b2e, but out of these two, the
b2c is the riskiest of all. In order to implement a b2b solution,
you will definitely need a clear plan for EAI (Enterprise Application Integration) even if you do not plan to do that in the
first phase of implementation.
The primary reason to first go for a b2c solution is that it
will give you a first-mover advantage and increase your marketshare. Otherwise, you are better off implementing a b2b or
b2e solution and passing on the benefits to the customer by
improving product quality and customer service or passing on
the savings from b2b solution as reduced prices.

Chapter
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e-Start

Update May 2018:
The platforms, tools and technologies have evolved since the first edition of this book,
but the underlying concepts remain intact. Cloud offerings – SaaS, PaaS, IaaS and
others – have simplified certain discussions but also made others more complex;
especially, in an enterprise setting where you are wedded to incumbent ERP and
other platforms that house all your data and business rules that evolved over time.
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If there’s a possibility of several things
going wrong, the one that will cause the
most damage will be the one to go wrong.
n

Murphy’s law

T

he first step is the most difficult. Add to that a brand
new, extremely hyped-up and highly segmented,
extremely fast-paced technology—and it becomes a
mind-numbing first-step. Many plans and strategies get stalled
because the so-called e-xperts further confuse and overwhelm
their customers by positioning their solution as the only workable solution. Never mind that the moment they walk out of
the door, with a check heavy enough to work as a boat anchor,
there will be another e-xpert claiming that the technology has
changed enough to re-evaluate your strategy and plan! So, you
get stuck because of analysis paralysis and before you know it,
enough money has been spent on the consultants and nothing
is left for the implementation of the plan.
Broadly speaking, the Internet is an extension to the
client/server model. Whereas in client/server, you controlled
both the client and the server space, with the Internet, you may
not control either. This means the e-solutions have to be designed and developed such that they take into account the fact
that the user may not have the exact configuration you are
looking for and that the client may be connecting to your server
not with a dedicated session, but may hop around the world
before it touches the server. This brings in the multi-tier, distributed architecture. In the real world, we are very much used
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to this type of distributed architecture, but somehow fail to
comprehend it in the world of computing and software design.
When you walk into any shop to buy a product, say a
shirt, do you assume that the seller is the manufacturer of that
product? The shirt may have been designed in Paris, the cotton for the cloth may have come from India, the stitching may
have been done in China and finally packaged and shipped to
the store you are buying from via USA! No, all you care about
is—does it look good on me and can I afford it and maybe the
brand name. The Internet is pushing a similar concept in software design but is facing an uphill task because of lack of standards and, even where we have tried to get standards in place,
by competing organizations that do not hesitate to deviate from
the standards.

e-FOUNDATION

If you have not already done this, the very first decision is the
choice of hardware and software platform for your enterprise.
If you have already implemented back-office systems, then it
may be easier to decide the platforms that will be the foundation for your e-solutions. Base your decisions on the goals for
your e-strategy and also long-term viability. By long-term, it
can be anywhere from 18 months to 3–5 years, as with the
pace of change in technology, the average life of any software
solution has shrunk down from 7 years to about 3 years. The
following factors should be kept in mind when you take the
decision for the platforms, as it would be very difficult (not to
mention expensive), to re-visit this decision later on.
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Application Availability

With the near-universal access of the Internet, almost any webbased application, especially b2c applications, is by definition
24×7. This means that your infrastructure and all applications
that touch your e-solutions should be able to support at least
99.99% uptime. For a multinational organization, even the b2b
and b2e solutions have to be available 24×7; that is 24 hours a
day and 7 days a week. Even if you plan to web-enable your
existing application, the e-solution has to be up and running
24×7, irrespective of the back-end application. This too cannot
be left at that, as what goodwill the website serve if it cannot
deliver the content from the back-end application?
Criticality and Scalability of Applications

When millions of people across the globe can access your application, failure of any kind is exposed to a global audience.
The consequences range from public embarrassment to real
loss of revenue, especially if you have been successful in attracting customers and traffic to your site. In other words, be
prepared for success! When e-trade, an on-line brokerage firm,
ran an advertisement campaign for their services, they turned
out to be successful beyond the management’s expectations.
And when thousands of customers tried to create an on-line
account simultaneously, e-trade’s servers crashed repeatedly.
Not the kind of experience you want to provide your new
customers. The same thing happened when the stock market
went into a tailspin, in Q1 2000, and e-trade’s customers wanted
to trade on-line, seemingly all at once.
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Scope of Every Application

When anyone in the world can access your application, you
cannot afford to design it for a certain demographic only. If
you intend to do that, it would be wise to state that up-front, so
that the e-customers do not waste time in browsing or filling
their shopping carts, just to find out that you do not serve their
part of the world, yet. Even if you do not plan to internationalize
your application, your platform should be able to support
international languages right from the beginning. In case you
plan to support multiple languages and serve global customers,
keep in mind that it’s not just putting up a local language home
page. The rest of the components of your e-solution, search,
navigation, content and data should also be in the supported
local language. One critical thing to remember is that it’s not
just transliteration, but actual translation, in local phrases, of
the content.

Security Risks

When hackers around the world are able to try your front
door, better locks and security becomes a requirement. Malicious tools and techniques that were once the purview of a
select few, are now available to anyone with a search engine
and evil intention. Add to that the well-documented security
protocols, products and easy information exchange between
hackers through user groups and communities, you’ve got a
deadly combination that can have a serious impact on your
data and e-solutions.
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Operating Systems—Unix vs. NT

When it comes to web and enterprise computing, the battle
lines are clearly drawn between NT (NT4 & Win2K) and Unix
(various flavors include AIX, BSD, AT&T, Linux etc). There
are countless benchmarks and claims of one system being better than the other; unfortunately, almost all of the claims are
right! So, how is one to decide between the two platforms,
especially if the decision may lock you in for a very long time?
Although the absolute levels of performance, stability and
scalability for both these platforms is rising, there still seems
to be a relative gap between the two, with Unix leading by a
factor of three or so. It will be very difficult to substantiate
these claims and sometimes, one has to go with what the market experts are saying or make a judgement by one’s gut feel.
Unless cost is a major hurdle and you intend to run your
enterprise using downloaded versions of Linux and related
freeware, it would make sense to do some benchmarking, or
hire some third party to do it for you. When conducting these
benchmarks, make sure that it is done with, as close as possible,
a simulation of your intended infrastructure, expected data
volumes, user traffic, system stress and other influencing factors
like power and operating conditions, and the environment.
In 1987, the organization I worked for (in India) was in
the process of negotiating some partnership with a Singaporebased company for re-selling their hardware. During the meeting with the team from this company, we were discussing the
features of the hardware when their team leader pointed out
the built-in battery backup (UPS) feature of the system. When
we asked about the duration for which the UPS could keep
the system up and running in case of power failure, the person
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was all too happy to point out that we may never use the full
capacity of the UPS, which was 30 minutes! It took us almost
an hour to convince the team from Singapore that we would
need at least four hours of battery backup. Finally, when the
partnership was completed, they had not only increased the
battery capacity but also modified the software for graceful
shutdown and recovery in case of complete failure.
The same excruciating details should be followed when
you are evaluating the hardware and software to serve as the
foundation of your e-solutions. Never buy an argument that by the
time you implement the solution, the problems you see now will be
fixed, or, that you can change it later to meet your needs. Define the acceptance criteria and be realistic, list down nonnegotiable terms and negotiable expectations in terms of factors that would be important to you—scalability, ease of integration, stability, etc.—so that when the time comes to decide,
the decision is objective and not subjective.
More often than not, your choice of software will be based
on the hardware you select and vice-versa. This means is that
you should start from one of the perspective, software or hardware, and start defining the infrastructure around it. One of
the common mistakes done by organizations is to decide upon
one software platform, let’s say Microsoft, and then start buying the rest of the software components that are more strong
in Java, CORBA or EJB (Enterprise Java Beans) rather than
COM/DCOM architecture. It helps to standardize on one of
the software platforms so that the rest of the buy or build decisions become relatively easier to make.
The other method is to start from the hardware perspective. This, sometimes, is an easier way to start because hardware
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vendors will provide you with many software applications for
free, as a value add, that may help you get faster time to market.
Primarily, you will need to decide on the vendor of choice
and then find out which software platforms they support,
because you may get locked out of some of the choices in
software. For example, if you choose Sun Microsystems’
hardware platform, then you can forget about using Microsoft’s
NT-based solutions and applications. The common tactics used
by hardware vendors is to sell cheap hardware and then make
you pay through your nose for system upgrades and associated
software or applications.
Risking bias, I would like to point out key points that are
very important decision-making criteria.
l

Is the hardware platform flexible? For example, with
Intel architecture-based hardware you will have a
choice of using Window OR Unix-based software platforms;

l

What are the choices of software applications? Again,
you will find the maximum number of software applications that are better optimized for Intel’s architecture;

l

How expansive is the ‘recommended configuration’?
With some of the hardware solutions, you have to buy
a minimum configuration to make it work, but that
minimum may turn out to be more than the maximum you may need for your solution. Don’t pay upfront for the horsepower you don’t need today. Remember most of the dot- coms started with a single PC in a
basement or garage!

l

Maintenance cost? Once you install the hardware, are
you locked into buying upgrades or replacement parts
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from the manufacturer only, or can you buy third party
products? Proprietary architectures lock you into a
single vendor and maintenance costs can ruin your
budgets.
In a nutshell, remember that there are many ways to skin
a cat. Don’t buy into the arguments that only one specific hardware solution will solve your e-business problems. You don’t
have to start big by buying a monolithic piece of hardware
and use only 40% of its full capacity. With the appropriate use
of smart software techniques like application servers, server
clustering, etc you can achieve the same results that a big iron
can provide. Unless you have a lot of money to burn, I would
recommend that route, as it will be easier to change direction
and correct mistakes if you have not blown away your annual
budget on a single piece of hardware.

OTHER INFLUENCING FACTORS

The rapid evolution of underlying Internet demographics is
also driving the new architecture requirements to keep pace
with the growth and also have the ability to change with the
technology. According to some estimates, the web-connected
population of the world is expected to pass 300 million by
2001, and the number of web servers/sites is expected to pass
100 million by that time. This will undoubtedly put a lot of
pressure on organizations to adopt or create a viable e-strategy or suffer competitive disadvantages.
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The Three Layers

From a basic architecture and infrastructure standpoint, the
web is pushing enterprises toward a multi/three-tier architecture consisting of a web-facing set of services, also known as
the user interface layer, a middle tier of application logic, also
known as the business logic layer, and a back-end tier of database servers, also known as the data layer. In addition to all the
traditional services required of any enterprise transaction application, the architecture must also cope with the new demands placed on it by the web, notably a requirement for a
very dynamic scaling of resources in response to an unpredictable demand.
The Front Layer—User Interface and Interaction

The front (or user interface), layer consists of web services and
servers. Web services are a combination of web servers, cache
servers, front-end security and IP traffic management functions that are used to process and manage the HTTP requests
coming into the application systems. This layer is usually built
to work within the browser, using various tools and technologies like Active-X controls, Java Script, VB Script, HTML,
Macromedia Flash etc.
As users get more net-savvy, the bandwidth pipe gets fatter and new technologies like compression and streaming
emerge, your e-customer will expect a visually rich and very
interactive experience when visiting your site. So, think of this
layer as your business’ façade to the world, with an appealing
user interface as the welcome mat, that invites them to explore the site and buy your products.
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The Middle Layer—Business Logic and Services

As organizations start adopting Internet technologies across
all enterprises and engage with e-customer, e-supplier, e-partner and e-employee, business operations require dramatically
new, innovative and flexible business processes. To facilitate
and support such radical business r(e)-engineering, e-business
application architectures have to evolve to keep pace with the
demands of such an environment.
As mentioned earlier, selecting a set of solutions built on
a common component architecture (e.g. Java/Enterprise Java
Beans or Component Object Model or CORBA) will facilitate integration between applications and simplify the migration of applications between tools, if that becomes necessary.
On the other hand, some new mid-tier architectures are
breaking down the tier concept by bundling the required web
interface, business logic and database interface, usually with
an object-based architecture, into one package. At the same
time, the view of applications and their supporting resources
has evolved into a concept of dynamic networks of servers
and services, with the implied hierarchy shifting between or
within, a given customer interaction.

The Data Layer—Database Servers

The location of data for e-commerce is a complex issue as, in
general, a complete e-commerce system would have data residing in a number of separate repositories, including web servers, external object request brokers (ORBs), specialized
memory-resident relational databases, as well as traditional
back-end databases.
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The web server will have data and scripts, in a file system, and data for dynamically generated pages may be in a
relational database management system (RDBMS) and/or
object-oriented database management systems (OODBMS).
Some referenced objects within the HTML page, such as active server pages (ASPs) may, in turn, reside in an external
object repository, either physically on the web server or on an
external system. The DBMS is almost always on a separate
server and may not be on the same operating system as the
web server.

DEFINING THE COMPONENTS

The next question that arises is what are the various components of these e-solutions? Where does CRM/eCRM belong?
Do we create horizontal e-solutions (that cover more than one
business area)—or vertical e-solutions (that focus on a specific
task)? Let’s examine each of the e-spaces and their key components and see how each of the items map out.

B2C—Business to Customer

Every call is a sales call and every contact is a sales opportunity. You
also may have heard the 80-20 rule that says 80% of your
business is based on 20% of your customers. This means that
the one of the key components of a b2c solution is having an
excellent customer relationship management, where information and data flow from engineering, sales, marketing and support in a seamless way to the customers. To have the constant
and updated flow of information between these departments a
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CRM or eCRM solution becomes vital for b2c or customertouch applications.
In the traditional business model your customers are limited by your location, but with the Internet the entire world
can knock at your door. While accommodating hundreds or
thousands of customers in your physical store may be an impossible task, on the Internet it is just a matter of adding more
capacity. Attracting customers is easy but to retain them and
to make them repeat customers, you have to deliver an excellent user experience. The experience is not just limited to the
websites or e-solutions but goes beyond the front door, including order fulfillment, providing information about the product and follow-up support for using the product.
Figure 3.1 represents a high-level view of a typical b2c
solution, including its key components.

Fig. 3.1
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The Human Touch

One of the mistakes most organizations make is assuming that
the correct solution is created by 100% automation. The management looks at the boxes in a diagram and then tries to stuff
each of the boxes with one or more software or automation
tools. In fact, unless you already have the solutions in place,
you should look at a mix-and-match of automation and business process improvements and re-engineering. Many a time,
it is the human touch that makes a better impact on customers
than a cool new technology.
Be Innovative

Think about innovative ways to plug in the holes in technology or environment. For example, most of the users have a
single phone line at home and if your b2c solution requires
the user to call in via phone for support, your customers will
not be pleased as they will have to disconnect from the Internet
in order to make that call. Further more, if the support call
requires a live interaction with the customer through your
website while she or he is on the phone, you can well imagine
the impression you will leave with the customer. So, in this
specific case, make sure your website supports VoIP (Voice
over IP) technology so that the user can call your customer
support or sales department while they are surfing your website
without having to disconnect.
Similarly, when applying personalization technologies,
realise that most customers share a PC at home with other
family members and each of them is a unique customer for
you with distinct tastes and requirements.
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B2B—Business to Business

The b2b environment is more controlled and can be better
managed as the load and number of users will be known before hand. Even though most of the components will still be
the same as the b2c space, some new requirements come in,
such as collaboration. While in b2c space, it is always a client
(customer) and supplier (organization) model, in b2b space
your organization will assume different roles at different times.
This is truer when you are a manufacturer of an ingredient
product, e.g. microprocessors for PCs. In this case, when you
are selling your product to your channels and partners, you
take the role of a supplier, but when you are buying products
like office supplies, then you take on the role of a customer.
While you may implement e-solutions for the former, you may
use someone else’s e-solution or participate in a b2b marketplace for the latter. This means that your planning for solutions in the former space need to be as robust and flexible as
you would plan for b2c space. Keep in mind that the average
revenue per transaction is many times more in b2b space than
in b2c space. While b2c customers may abandon you for a
saving of pennies, b2b customers will focus on quality and
added value. Figure 3.2 represents a typical b2b solution.
Here again, one of the decisions you need to make is what
all there is to automate and where to implement a business
process. The scalability requirement of a b2b solution is far
less when compared to the b2c solution, while on the other
hand, the security and personalization requirement is much
more robust. While the content and information you may be
sharing with your end customers will be of public domain,
you may have a very different need for content sharing with
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your business partners. Even within the business partners, you
may further need to restrict information based on the partnership or your strategic goals and objectives. You may share your
yearly plans with key strategic partners but may only share
quarterly plans with smaller partners. Even within e-procurement and e-support, you may give higher discounts to larger
partners and dedicate an entire team to support them, but have
a very different approach for smaller partners.

Fig. 3.2

One key component of the b2b e-solution is collaboration,
which play a pivotal role during initial stages of product
development and testing. Implemented right, collaboration can
shave-off days, weeks or even months from the overall product
development lifecycle, which can lead to a very enviable
competitive advantage.
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The personalization for b2b solutions is slightly different
from b2c solution, as here you would want to restrict the capabilities of the user, based on his/her profile. The person with
the profile of a manager may be able to place, change, delete
or view an order, while others may only be allowed to place
or view existing orders. This means that the personalization
has to take into account all the authorization and access control filters for information and capabilities.

B2E—Business to Employee

As of writing of this book, the b2e market is still evolving.
One sure sign that this will be the next center of attraction is
that every major player that earlier positioned itself as the industry leader in b2c and then b2b space, is now claiming to be
the pioneer in b2e space. If you look around your organization and do some analysis of the information flow between
various groups and departments, the amount is bound to surprise you. But still, when you have a specific question, it is
extremely difficult to find the information! With all our automation and tools that make it easier to slice and dice the data
in any number of different ways, how come finding and
cataloging the information is so hard?
The primary problem to tackle in b2e space is knowledge
management, which means putting some structure to all this
free-form, unstructured information. This is easier said than
done because the fundamental premise of knowledge and content sharing has little structure attached to it. So, till we see
really good content and knowledge management tools in the
market, this aspect will remain a challenge.
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In a previous chapter, we saw that this e-space can be
divided into two sub-parts—1) job related and 2) employee
related. The first would require tolls like collaboration, information sharing, software and other tools to help the employee
do their job better and increase productivity. The latter will
require strong security, personalization, career planning, skill
improvement and management tools. Figure 3.3 shows the
model for b2e business solutions, where content, knowledge
and data is collected from various departmental or enterprise
systems and presented to the employee to help him/her be
more productive and meet person and corporate objectives.

Fig. 3.3

The second type of b2e solution is where the organization shares and let’s the employee control all information that
influences his or her personal life such as benefits, new job
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openings, etc. Having a strategic plan for sharing corporate
information with employees and providing them an opportunity of managing their career and life, brings the intangible
benefits of retention and makes the company a better place to
work in. Figure 3.4 represents a model for solutions in this
space.

Fig. 3.4

All of these e-solutions assume that the primary method
of information exchange will be using Internet tools and
techniques, like websites, collaboration software and e-mail
etc. The overall strategy will have to take into account all of
the e-spaces because many of the individual components will
overlap across multiple spaces, e.g. the CRM/eCRM solution
can be provided as part of the b2e-corporate solution and
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contact information may hold a list of business and personal
contacts on the b2e-personal website with a shared calendar.
This puts a lot of importance on defining the right architecture that is modular, open and can be expanded by plugging in new capabilities while sharing the corporate data across
all applicable solutions. For example, rather than create different user IDs for various b2e solutions, why not use the HR
database and provide a common and single login across all
applications? This requirement has given rise to new crop of
software solutions called Enterprise Application Integration
(EAI) solutions, which means that you may have to create the
architecture that can ultimately utilize these capabilities, even
though you may not plan to use them in the first phase.

BUY OR BUILD

The first and foremost decision you will face is buy or build.
The management and market pressures will push you towards
a buy decision while your technical and development team
will give you many reasons why no product out there can meet
your business requirements. Even when you make a decision
to buy, you may get stuck in the feature comparison or
benchmarking charts, which will provide you with a lot of data
but almost no information to help you make the decision.
The thumb rule for this decision should be—buy for
housekeeping tasks and build for strategic advantage. It sounds
simple, but it is not. If you plan to have a b2c solution and
have come up with a new way of order processing that can
provide you with strategic advantage over your competitors,
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should you wait till the development has been completed or
deploy a partial working solution to get faster time to market?
If you wait, your competitors may grab a larger share of the
market and if you deploy faster, you risk losing customers
because of problems with the system! The risk of losing
customers is escalated by the fact that the cost to switch to
your competitor is zero for the customer, as they are just a
mouse-click away.
With the time to market pressures and an accelerated pace
of change, the decision should be a combination of buy and
build. Especially for a customer facing e-solutions that will
provide you with the first-mover advantage, it makes sense to
buy the product that meets 70% or more of your needs and
support it with back-end business processes. Remember, when
the technology or a solution is in the ‘awe’ phase, the customers will be more acceptable to quirks and problems. This will
give you enough time to plan and build the right solution that
will be ready with a re-engineered business model, offering
more convenience and stability to meet customer expectations
as they move into the second phase of ‘frustration’.
This means that your buy decisions may be based on shortterm goals and you plan to throw them away as soon as the
second generation of solutions is ready to replace it. In fact,
you should define the average life of your solutions as part of
the strategy, so that your teams can be prepared and plan for
the transition before hand. The other, intangible, benefits of
expiring the software solutions are—the legacy is not carried
forward, it provides you with a logical point to clean up the
data, motivate the technical team as they learn new tools and
technologies, and you can take advantage of improvements in
the technology.
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But wait, before you think the decision is made, here’s a
caveat! With the increasing complexity of e-solutions, integration between them has become a huge task in itself. So, in
some cases, whatever advantage you intend to gain with a buy
solution, you may lose it in integrating them just so that they
work together. If you already have existing applications that
will have to be integrated with your e-solution, make sure you
estimate the integration effort correctly and then decide what
makes sense—buy or build.
The primary implication of this decision will be on your
employees, as different skills are required to integrate, implement and support pre-built solutions vis-à-vis home-grown
solutions. The cost factor also needs to be taken into account
and an objective analysis should be done on a total cost of
ownership for the applications that you plan to buy. Once you
decide to buy industry standard solutions, care should be taken
as not to customize them to such an extent that you are locked
into the specific version of the product and it becomes extremely difficult to change later on.

IN-SOURCE OR OUT-SOURCE

Should you do everything in-house or hire consultants to do it
for you or rather outsource the entire solution? This is the
second most common question along with buy vs build. This
should be looked at the same way as you would the other
question. If you are in time to market the situation, then focus
on having the right skills for the job, whether you find them
in-house or hire temporary help from a consulting agency. It
is always better to include internal staff even if the entire
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solution is developed by an external agency, so that the transfer
of knowledge does not become an issue when the time comes
to phase out the agency. If cost is a major issue, then you may
end up doing everything with internal resources; but other
than that, in most other situations, focus on the skills required
for developing or implementing a successful solution.
Another model that is emerging on the Internet is the
equivalent of pay-per-use or software rental, called ASP - Application Service Providers. This is most beneficial if you are a
small organization and do not want to use your resources for
house-keeping software solutions. This type of partnership will
result in the shortest time to market and may also result in
savings over the long-term. The risk in the ASP model is security of data and availability of applications, as now you will be
completely dependent upon the service provider and it will
not be easy to switch to a different ASP because of data migration issues. This option should be chosen very carefully after a
thorough evaluation of various ASPs.
Some pioneers of the Internet have already used a similar model in case of infrastructure and more service providers
are entering the market. For example, many portals and search
engines, like Yahoo!, do not maintain in-house infrastructure
to provide some capabilities but partner with companies like
Inktomi or Google that maintain and support these for them.
So, when you type in a search phrase on Yahoo!’s portal, the
actual request is served by some other company, but you may
never know it. This, in essence, is the best utilization of distributed technologies.
If you plan to out-source, a contingency plan should be
in place in case the solution provider does not meet your
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expectations or the quality of service goes down over time.
Policies regarding capturing data on your customers and
sharing of data should be clearly defined and monitored so
that the solution provider adheres to your corporate policies
regarding privacy. This holds true even if you outsource just
the development of your solution. Outsourcing also creates a
higher risk of loss of intellectual property, as the consultants
that have worked on your solution may then move on to work
on your competitor’s project and take with them the learning
from your solution! On the other hand, you will also reap the
benefit of these consultants having worked on various similar
projects. In almost all cases of outsourcing, a back-up plan
should be in place and your key employees should be wellversed with the system so that the system can be transferred
in-house in case of a problem. This implies making sure that
the knowledge transfer takes place regularly and documentation on the system has been kept up-to-date.

Summary
By now, the information overload may have happened. If you
are like me, you would close the book, wait for a week and
restart from this chapter! Unfortunately, you may not have
the luxury of ‘internalizing’ all you have read so far and would
like to carve out a strategy that can give you a faster speed to
market. For the benefit of readers who would want to ‘jump to
it’ or who may only be interested in reading the summaries,
here’s a run-down of this chapter. Oh! by the way, did I mention that there will be a test at the end of the book, just in case
you may were thinking of skipping the rest of the chapters
( just kidding)!
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Once you have decided upon the target e-space (b2c, b2b
or b2e), you need to map out the components of the end-toend solution. This would include your strategy and solutions
for CRM/eCRM, Order Processing and Management, Order
Fulfillment, Issue Management and Support, HR, Content
Management, Inventory control etc. Create an architecture
diagram and then decide which of the components you already
have or would like to automate as part of the e-strategy? For
the rest, focus on developing business and support processes
that will help meet the overall objective of your e-strategy.
Once the components have been identified, the next
question that needs to be answered is should you buy or build
these components? As always, there are pros and cons on each
side, which have been discussed above. In a nutshell, if you
are in time to market the situation, buy the product that would
meets at least 60–70% of your business needs, which will give
you enough breathing room to make the long-term decision
correctly and still get faster speed to market.
After the buy or build decision has been taken, then comes
the next heavy hitter—do we do it in-house or out-source it?
This issue is far more complex than can be discussed in a couple of paragraphs, but as I said earlier in the chapter, focus on
the skills required to do the job, rather than limit your choices
to what you have in-house. If you chose to buy a product, it is
easier to find expert consulting resources that will help you
configure and implement it in a very short time.
Each of the e-spaces has some logical progression that
can be followed, irrespective of the industry. This would be
true for organizations that would careless for time to market
or being on the cutting edge of technology. Not every organization has to have some or the other e-solutions, though it will
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be very hard to find one that would not benefit from one.
Let’s look at what can be termed as logical progression in couple of e-spaces, but keep in mind that the driving factor here is
not e-leadership or faster time to market; but simply to have a
gradual progression into e-universe.

B2C
Brochure-ware Site >>> Simple e-commerce >>> Customer
support >>> One-to-one marketing and e-commerce >>>
Communities >>> Collaboration >>> Live support and customer collaboration…

B2B
Order Management >>> Issue Management >>> Content
sharing >>> Personalization >>> Collaboration >>> Aggregation of information (Portals) …
The progressions shown above assume that you are the
driving force for the e-solutions and therefore, do not take into
account the e-marketplaces where you will be participating in
someone else’s solution and will have the role of a user.
As a thumb rule, if you already have multiple systems in
place that you plan to keep intact, then start with your e-strategy ground-up by taking into account the existing systems. In
case you are starting on a clean slate or you plan to make the
slate clean, then start working on your strategy from top down.
Care must be taken to save and transfer the data from the
applications you plan to shutdown to the new systems. This
will help you compare with and measure the business benefits
against the historical data.

Chapter

4

The e-Blocks

Update May 2018:
It brings me to tears when I still come across hard-coded, tightly coupled e-solutions. The concepts of
loosely coupled multi-tiered architecture, object-oriented modular programming and functional isolation
evolved back in mid-1980s!
In my days as enterprise architect and developer, we had designed and developed a client-server
application for Intel applying these concepts. The app scaled to all of Intel factories and stores, globally,
with less than 10% changes to underlying data-model and business logic layer while the UI/UX layer
got rewritten using newer web-tools and technologies.
We had estimated the life of this app to be about 4 – 6 years when we released the first version in
1994. It was still alive and well and its version-12 was in the pipeline when I left Intel in 2016!
Although some terms are dated, this chapter still holds relevance in its entirety.
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By definition, when you are
investigating the unknown, you
do not know what you will find
or even when you have found it.
n

Anonymous

I

t is often said that it’s not just what you say, but how you
say it that makes the difference. While that statement, if
followed, can differentiate leaders from losers; a similar
statement comes to mind when I look at many e-business solutions and strategies. It’s not just what you build, but how you
build it that makes the difference. Many times I come across ebusiness solutions that look like as if a bunch of students built
them as a learning exercise. These applications and solutions
are then deployed enterprise-wide and on the Internet, where
aggravated users try their best to use these tools that should
not have been productionalized in the first place.
Can you imagine a web application that would have casesensitive search? How about a website that does not even has
a search? There are many examples that would make you
wonder as to who would have thought of making such simple
mistakes! If you look deeper into the sequence of events,
it becomes evident that this follows a general pattern, which
has given validity to phrases like: “It’ll be fixed in the next
version, or, what else can you expect in version 1 of the software. In a
client/server model, the impact was less profound because you
could control the deployment, assuming that you are not
releasing the product to the masses. If there were any issues
with the software, you could limit the deployment to a core set
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of users and wait for the ‘next release’ or bug fixes to release to
all users. Deploying a client/server solution invariably meant
installing client software which gave you an opportunity to
preempt the problem of user experience by giving hands-on
training to the users before they are set free on the software.
With e-solutions, this type of controlled deployment is almost
impossible unless it is a password controlled solution, which
would exclude most of the b2c and many b2e solutions.
The issue with lack of quality in software is usually attributed to complexity, the time to market pressure, unclear specifications, changing specifications and many more reasons.
While some of the reasons may be true, no one talks about the
‘real’ reason behind the issue of quality—lack of defining the
architecture up-front. In other words, the software development community lacks the skill of designing with the ‘end’ in
mind. This becomes very critical in the fast-paced world of
the e-solutions where, if you do not define the system architecture up-front with the end goal in mind, you will end up with
a non-working system much faster than you can imagine.

APPLICATION ARCHITECTURE

To give an analogy, if you were to build a house and defined
your requirements as: “I want a three-bedroom house,” what
would be your impression of the contractor if she or he starts
building the rooms without defining the architecture and blueprints? What if the contractor lays down the foundation of
each room separately? And, by the end of it, you have three
bedrooms, but no bathroom or kitchen or living area or a garage! Why? Because you failed to mention them as part of
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your requirements. Consider yourself lucky if you get the windows or doors in the right place and if they can be operated
the way you expect them to. Not a pretty picture, right? Unfortunately, most of the programmers approach software development the same way. That is why it pays to invest time
and resources, with the right level of skills, to define your system architecture for the e-solutions. Having the system architecture defined with the end goal in mind, it becomes easier to
manage and deliver to your e-strategy and usually cheaper
and faster too.
So, what exactly is system architecture? For our purpose,
it is a set of decisions that define or affect how the code is
designed and written for your e-solutions. System architecture’s
core benefits are flexibility, investment protection for the business and provision of a coherent plan for application development. In addition, the right architecture can reduce development costs and increase the quality of your solutions. Flexibility is very critical to e-business solutions because of the need
to react quickly to innovations, opportunities and changing
business requirements. It guides application development to
ensure that they are aligned with business processes, requirements and implementation to prepare for future integration
and change. This solid and practical foundation enables an
enterprise and its systems to adapt more readily to rapid
changes in business and technology and, in the process, positions the enterprise to take greater advantage of cost savings
that new technologies may enable.
This is done by identifying the key points where change
will impact applications and then defining the design patterns
to facilitate change at each of these points. Without a system
architecture, e-business applications are more likely to dupli-
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cate functions or have difficulty integrating across business
processes, with the result that the time to market is increased,
business effectiveness is reduced and application development
and support takes longer and costs more.

THREE LAYERS (TIERS) OF SYSTEM ARCHITECTURE

At the top level, start by defining the application architecture
that documents the business processes that your e-applications
must support. This would ensure an explicit understanding of
business goals and objectives and will help clearly document
the business processes that are necessary to achieve these goals.
The result is a clear picture of how applications support each
process and how they must be integrated to provide an efficient flow of actions and data across end-to-end business processes. This will further help make a ‘buy or build’ decision lot
easier compared to minus the architecture definition.
The component architecture, which lies between the application and technology, specifies how the technology is used to
implement the business capabilities specified by the application architecture. It provides guidelines for designing and packaging application functions into layers and components,
thereby providing a foundation that is consistent across all
applications and relatively stable across changes to the technologies underneath and the applications above. This is where
you will define the object and component model, the APIs
between various application functions and the different tiers
of the system architecture.
At the bottom, technology architecture identifies the particular products and technologies that the enterprise will use to
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implement the identified applications. It provides an integrated
and consistent technology base for application development
and delivery. For custom applications, the enterprise is typically better served to consolidate its development and operations expertise around a relatively small set of technologies.
This helps the enterprise develop a deeper technology expertise and a consistent technology base will enable the solution
to be leveraged across multiple applications. The support team
will benefit by managing a reduced number of technical components and vendor relationships.
The system architecture should drive the planning, design and implementation of all your e-solutions. Special focus
should be put on clarifying the end-to-end business processes,
associating application transactions with the process they support, and identifying integration opportunities across each
business process. Existing applications, if any, should be assessed as to their alignment with the system architecture. Any
misalignment should be viewed as an opportunity to re-engineer, as the application is maintained over time. In addition,
the system architecture should drive the planning and evaluation of new technologies, which should either facilitate the
implementation of the system architecture or capitalize on it
to deliver greater flexibility and cost-effectiveness to your esolutions and business processes.
Figure 4.1 represents the most commonly used three-tiered
architecture for e-solutions. The point to note is ‘most commonly used’, which means that three tiers are the base necessity to meet the flexibility and functional independence that is
vital for e-solutions.
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Fig. 4.1

Within each tier of this three-tier architecture, a selection
of tools and technology needs to be made based on the hardware and software platforms you may have chosen as the foundation of your e-solutions. The APIs (Application Program
Interface) that are supported by the selected tools or are developed in-house will define the interface between each of the
tiers. The benefit of multi-tier architecture is that it provides
the much needed flexibility and isolation of each layer to support rapid change in business and technology. If the system
architecture is defined and developed correctly, you should
be able to take any of the existing pieces of the system and
replace it with a new tool or technology without impacting
any other component.

SERVICES AND CAPABILITIES

Besides the above mentioned architecture components that
support business functions, there are a few services and capa-
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bilities that are applicable horizontally across all of the e-solutions and e-applications. These services and capabilities improve the overall effectiveness of your e-solutions and provide better ways to manage the plethora of data and functions
that result from zero deployment cost of e-solutions. Some of
the tools that provide these services or capabilities may or may
not include or support any business function. This means that
you may have already selected some tools that have a built-in
component that provides one or more of these services.
These services, which are common to almost all of the
e-solutions, are security—authentication and authorization, profiling and personalization, search, collaboration, e-business intelligence—reporting and analysis, taxonomy or product catalog.
The benefit of having these common services separated out
from the e-applications is avoiding duplication of effort and
the risk of creating incompatible systems that may not integrate well over the long run.
Figure 4.2 represents the architecture that uses the logical
and, in some cases physical, partitioning of services and capabilities as discussed above.

Security

When any person around the world has access to your front
door, 24 hours a day, you cannot ignore the risk and threat to
your business. Add to that easy access to tools and technologies and standardization of security protocols, and you make
it easy for anyone with a malicious mind to wreck havoc on
your e-operations. There are various types of damages that a
cyber-attacker can do and you need to put appropriate
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Fig. 4.2

safeguards at various levels of your entire enterprise. When
putting the security infrastructure together, do not overlook
the human aspect of it. Many times, a cyber-attacker may try
to get information the old-fashioned way, that is by picking up
the phone and calling in at random, posing as a customer,
business partner or a client, and getting the information to
plan a better cyber attack. This means not only planning the
firewalls, Internet gateways and IP routers and ports, but also
corporate policies and training to the employees on how to
sniff and avoid a trespasser.
The appropriate use of technology becomes important
where you cannot have access control for each user, as in b2c
space. The other two e-spaces, b2b and b2e, can still be managed by using authentication and authorization techniques, as
the identity of the user can be pre-defined or is already known.
The model emerging in the e-business space is called the 4As—
Authentication, Authorization, Audit and Administration. This
model has been defined and evolved by the Giga Information
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Group and has been adopted by many e-businesses. Giga’s
position on this model is that no comprehensive security system can be put together without any of these four components
(see Giga’s report titled Recommendations of a Secure e-Business by Steve Hunt, June 2000). The authentication component allows the user an entry to the e-solutions, which means
the user will usually identify oneself with a user ID and password. Authorization will allow the user to conduct only those
transactions or to view only the content she or he is entitled
to. The audit trail will show the historical data on who did what
once they were allowed entry into the system. The administration component is the back-office operations, corporate
policies and management of the other three components.
Even though it appears as a new concept, it is old wine in
a new bottle. Right from the beginning of the computer age,
we have had all these four components but never referred to
them as 4As and many times one or more components were
rolled into one or referred to by a different name. For example, the authentication and authorization were mostly rolled
into one and audit trail was part of reporting and analysis on
the usage of the system. Many developers would use the term
‘visual security’ instead of authorization, which means only
show the user the functions that she or he is entitled to perform. So, while a clerk would see only ‘placement of order’
functions, the manager may also see ‘cancel or modify order’
based on the role and entitlement.
The two missing components from the 4As model are
encryption and privacy policies. As the Internet solutions
change the business models for sharing information and
business-related content, you will need to create corporate
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information security policies that will define how and where
to include encryption in your e-solutions. This is important as
when you include encryption, it has a very large impact on
your architecture and design of the e-applications. Adding
encryption will invariably put an overhead on the performance
and scalability of your e-solutions, not to mention the impact
on user experience. Similarly, with the growing privacy
concerns about what information can be collected on the users
visiting your website, it would be foolish not to define your
privacy policies as these too will impact the design of your esolutions.
There are many mature tools and technologies on the
market that will meet your 4As’ requirements, while new technologies are emerging that use biometrics like fingerprints and
retinal scans. Whichever set of tools and technologies you
choose, it makes sense to combine all authentication types into
a single infrastructure for registering new users, suspending,
revoking and sharing the credentials. Measures, such as
firewalls, intrusion detection, routers and switches, and access
control software should complement each other and integrate
well. Last, but not the least, review your audit logs regularly,
looking for signals that your security policy was breached, and
clues to the holes in your security policy.
Search

Earlier, each application had it’s own search and the capability was restricted to structured data that was categorized and
stored in a database server dedicated to that application. With
the web, the scope and complexity has grown tremendously,
as now, the search engine and algorithm has to deal with a
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combination of structured and unstructured data, like documents, which may not be categorized in any standard way.
Add to that multiple websites and applications, with each
website categorizing content in its own way, the problem to
provide search capability becomes almost unsolvable.
The capability to search across multiple data and content
sources becomes very vital to the success of any e-solution,
because with the proliferation of departmental websites, the
content your users may be looking for would be split over
many sites. Similarly, the data will be distributed among many
departmental, legacy and ERP systems. The search capability
will have to be designed and developed so that your customers
have one place to go for all information they need to conduct
business. Proper implementation of this cross-site and crossproduct search capability will provide a very compelling
advantage to the customers and will greatly reduce the time to
information. For example, if the user searches for a product,
then the search result should not only include the information
or documents for that product, but should also bring back all
the orders placed by that user for the product, the issues raised
and any other value-added information about the product.
One of the challenges you will face when defining the
search capability for unstructured content such as documents
and knowledge base, is creating taxonomy or the categories to
define the content by. This will also help create the navigation
structure or site map to cater to the customers who do not
know what they are looking for or may not want to use the
search. This capability is in the third phase of evolution, as
described in Chapter 1, so make sure that the solution you
intend to bring in or develop for search, brings in some
innovative ideas to put the users back into the ‘awe’ phase.
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Portals

The word ‘portal’ became the buzz in 1995/96 when search
engines like Yahoo! and AltaVista started positioning themselves as a portal. As discussed in Chapter 1 when the search
technologies of the web moved into the ‘frustration’ phase,
where its users did not like to see 1000 results found for every
search, it became evident that we need to provide a controlled
method of delivering information. If you have tried to do some
open-ended searches on any of the search engines, the amount
of information you get thrown back at you is like drinking
water from a fire-hose. The term ‘information overload’ comes
to mind, which tends to induce analysis paralysis in every decision.
The emerging definition of a portal is: a place to consolidate and aggregate content that is controlled and personalized
by the user. It started off as being an entry point for the site but
is now considered as an integral piece of the entire solution.
The portal relies on appropriate use of other capabilities mentioned here, like search, personalization etc. to deliver a meaningful user experience. The development of a portal will also
influence how you design and develop your interfaces to the
back-office systems and other e-solutions like security, as these
systems will have to integrate well with the customer facing
the portal site.
Content and information delivery is just one piece of the
overall e-business solution, because the users also need to
conduct transactions and if you are building a portal, then you
need to account for providing the capability to get content
and conduct transactions from one place. This becomes more
of an issue when designing and building portals for b2b
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e-solutions, as the mix needed to support that e-space is 50-50
for content and transactional capabilities. If you plan to develop
portals for your e-solutions, then you need to put some effort
into designing the views and gadgets (wizards) that you will
allow the users to select for their use. Given the restrictive size
of the screen and the potential number of gadgets you may
have, it will be beneficial to define some guidelines and
standards around the size and functional details around each
gadget.

Profiles and Personalization

Marketing folks already know the importance of profiling customers and targetting their products and messages to an audience where there is more likelihood of a sale being realized.
The traditional methods for profiling include questionnaires
sent out to customers, focus groups, phone surveys and then
categorizing the collected data into various demographics or
market segments, including region, income level, family size,
age group and so on. In the e-space, the opportunities are very
different. Now, you can reduce the need for specific market
research services and collect the desired data directly from
your customer in real time! Generally, the data is current, which
implies that you can target the product/service to each customer as an individual in the real time! Based on the collected
demographic data and observed behaviour, you can potentially cross-sell and up-sell by offering more content and products that are in line with the customer’s profile, preferences
and purchasing patterns.
Using personalization techniques and technologies that
are based on observed behaviour, collaborative filtering,
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statistical scoring, user profiles, click-stream analysis or rulesbased logic, you can provide a very unique experience to each
of your customers, which will increase in value with every
return visit of the customer. In b2c space, it might become a
tricky, not to mention sticky, situation. If you ask your customers
to fill form after form to collect data, you will definitely bore
them or scare them away and on the other hand if you do not
collect the information, how can you implement any
personalization? On the other hand, if you implement
automated personalization technologies, as mentioned above,
you run the risk of being boycotted by your customers for
‘snooping’. This makes it very important to state your privacy
and data collection policies up-front and clear on the website.
If possible, implement the solution such that it will let your
customer opt out if they wish so.
On the b2b and b2e front, the need for profiles and personalization is very different. Here, you will know very clearly
who the user is, his or her role and other details about the
profile that you need to know. In fact, the user’s profiles will
the basis for their authorization and entitlement to various
capabilities (functions) and information provided by your esolutions. This makes automated personalization easier to implement and, further more, converting the data collected to
business intelligence, more meaningful.
Broadly, personalization can be divided into two types—
1) Usability personalization, which is also termed as customization; and 2) Content personalization. Both of these types come
well together in creating portal sites. In b2b and b2e space,
you can add profile-based entitlement to provide a value-add
to the customers, as it will reduce the number of choices for
them. For example, when you go to a site like my Yahoo!, you
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can select from a list of gadgets (views) to put on your pages in
the portal. This is an example of usability personalization,
where the user is given a set of choices to define how they
want their view of your website to appear and behave. Carrying forward the myYahoo! example, when you select, say, a
weather gadget, you can then personalize the cities for which
you want to see the weather. Or, in a news gadget, you can
select the type of news you want to see, from politics, to sports
or any other that you wish to see.
The combination of profiles and personalization technologies on a portal site can help the users manage information
overload and also get to the information they need in a very
focussed way. The flexibility also allows the users to change
their mind on the fly and start receiving completely different
type of information without any change in the system or waiting for another release of the system.

e-Business Intelligence

Once you implement technologies like personalization with
the intent of observing the user behaviour or their usage of the
system, you may end up collecting mountains of data. Simple
reporting will not provide you with the capability to slice and
dice the data to convert it to business intelligence. A new breed
of tools is coming into the market, like Actuate and Broadbase,
that position themselves as ‘e-Business Intelligence’ solutions.
These solutions provide a combination of capabilities that were
delivered using a reporting, datawarehouse and analysis tools.
The reporting capabilities are usually divided between
the operational data and decision-support data. The decision-
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support data should feed into various systems or processes of
your organization that make decisions about the product, marketing or e-strategy and e-solution development. If the data
indicates that the users are spending a lot of time on a certain
section of your site and the task they perform next, it will throw
some light into the functional area that may need improvement in your e-solution. The same data may provide information to the management and help them make decisions regarding marketing focus and other initiatives to target the right
message to the right audience.
Operational data reporting provides details about the actual transactions that have taken place. This data will feed into
the back-office and ERP systems that will help manage the
inventory levels and other details for running the business and
making sure that the customers get what they ordered within
the promised delivery time.
In the e-business scenario, these tools will have to work
on data collected by various different systems and will also
have to provide different types of reports to different audiences within the organization. Keeping in mind the diverse
needs, here is a list of the important criterion that you need to
keep in mind when choosing which e-business intelligence tools
to use:
l

First and foremost, define who will be the user of the
reports generated by this tool and their needs. By determining who it is that is to receive the report, and
what their needs are, the tools will be easier to choose.
Is the end user a business partner who needs online
reporting of targetted transactional data? Is it the client who is sold products/services and wants decision
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support type data and analyses? Approach the reporting requirements from the outside, based on demand,
rather than from the inside, based on supply.
l

What is the best delivery mechanism for the needs of
the specific customers involved? Is it browser-based
access for users who want to drill down into the data?
Or, portal-based, where the users would look for some
personalization capability to segment the data?

l

Will some of the customers only need static reports
with limited functionality? Or, summary reports for
mobile users and will they want wireless delivery?

l

Which products can best leverage current technology
infrastructure for both transactional systems and decision-support systems?

l

What type of and how many reports or reporting templates come out-of-box? Will it be easy to build reports based on these templates and extend the OTB
reports?

The industry trend is to web-enable existing applications,
including reporting. e-Business places a significant burden on
making data, both structured and unstructured, available to a
much wider audience using the most ubiquitous user interface—the browser. How you deal with this is critically important to the success of your e-business initiatives. Focus your
efforts on the tools that offer the least amount of resistance
from the end-user community and that complement current
or planned IT initiatives:
First determine who the customers are and what data they
need. Then determine how to get the reports to the customers.
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Finally, develop a strategy of reporting that is complementary
with your existing and planned tools in your business infrastructure.
Mobile Access

Organizations worldwide are still coming to terms with the
implications of the Internet, and already the next wave is arriving. With the current pace of change, the mobile technology would have arrived by the time this book hits the stores.
This new wave is about web anywhere and everywhere, always
connected by various devices like the PDA, cells phones, with
even the home appliances being connected to the web. This
mobile, always-connected, computing brings with it new challenges and opportunities. What kinds of applications are being pushed into this space? As of writing of the book, very few
were clearly defined but many were emerging, the most common being:
l

Extending the enterprise applications— This
means that the sales person at your customer’s door
will use a PDA to enter the order directly into your
ERP system. Or, your support team may receive an
updated and ‘live’ broadcast of customer support calls
and directions for the route to the next customer’s
place;

l

Embedded devices or network appliances— The
promise made in this space is that you will be able to
manage your household appliances over the web or
your refrigerator will automatically place an order for
the groceries that are running low or need to be replenished;
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l

Super PDAs— These devices will automatically
download your e-mails, synchronize your calendar,
integrate pager, cell phone, video monitor and mp3
player and maybe more into one device. Using this
device, you can be at the beach and still keep a watch
on you stock portfolio or get an alert on your favourite shop having a sale;

l

Luggable laptop— This segment is not exactly a new
segment, but is rather increasing in size by the droves.
More and more people have started travelling and they
carry laptops that they need to connect to the office
LAN to download or upload data and information.
This will be a stop-gap solution till the ones mentioned
above can deliver on their promises.

Whatever the end result is, one thing is very clear: The
challenges and requirements for this space are very different
from a PC connected with the office LAN or Internet. Developers will have to think minimal for developing applications
that can be used over limited bandwidth and high latency of
wireless networks, not to mention the coverage of these networks.
When preparing your e-strategy, you need to keep in mind
WAP (Wireless Access Protocol) enabled devices and plan for
their support. If you want to be at the forefront of this wave,
realize that the architecture for developing applications that
do more than very basic data exchange with these devices,
will require significant programming skills and keen attention
to application design. But remember, wherever lies the greatest risk, also lies the greatest opportunity!
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Collaboration

When someone talks about collaboration, they usually mean
real-time, on-line, simultaneous interaction of more than one
person. The interaction can be using text chat, audio, audio
and video, file sharing, white board, presentations or discussions around a certain topic. Many companies like Yahoo!,
and Microsoft are creating solutions that are general-purpose
and are targetted primarily towards the consumers. Using Yahoo! Messenger and Microsoft Netmeeting, you can do almost
all forms of collaboration, as above, with anyone over the
Internet. The same solutions can also be used in a corporate
environment, provided you are willing to make your firewalls
compliant to these products.
Many other companies, like PlaceWare, Centra, WebEx
and Pixion, are targetting corporations for activities such as
internal and external corporate communication, corporate
training, customer service and software demonstrations. Technology companies are, obviously, the early adopters, but organizations in other fields are also finding use for real-time
collaboration tools. Among these is the academic world, where
real-time collaboration tools are widely used for the live delivery of lectures in distant-learning programs.
The obvious benefits of using real-time collaboration tools
are time and cost savings, especially in being able to reduce
travel. Once deployed, you will find more uses for these tools
and more ways to take advantage of the benefits. Collaboration
can serve as a competitive advantage in not only b2c but also
b2b and b2e space. The collaboration sessions can be mediated
or can be used for building communities among the users and
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customers, that will positively impact their experience on your
website.
Be aware that not all real-time collaboration tools have
the same set of features, and not all of these fit into a company’s infrastructure the same way. As with other tools, an analysis
should be conducted based on a comprehensive criterion that
can assist you in the decision-making process. These tools are
increasingly becoming an important tool in e-commerce for
providing customer support and help desk services.
Following are some of the features or capabilities that
should be considered when choosing a real-time collaboration tool—
l

Text chat—Text chat is the earliest and most basic
form of real-time collaboration over the Internet. Almost all collaboration tools include this feature and it
will be useful where users are unable to speak (say,
the office environment or a public place like a cyber
café) or if the users do not understand the spoken language as in b2c space where the customers may be
from a different country altogether who may understand written English but may have trouble communicating in verbal sessions;

l

Whiteboard—This capability is a shared virtual
whiteboard that appears on the screen of all users in a
collaborative session, using which all collaborators can
simultaneously brainstorm, illustrate ideas, draw
pictures, update graphical information or annotate
images or slides. All activity on the whiteboard can
be viewed in real time simultaneously by all collaborators in that session. There are varying degrees of
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sophistication in whiteboard features, such as drawing
and annotation tools, editing tools, the size of the
whiteboard, and text capabilities and almost all of the
collaboration tools will have some form of whiteboard
capability;
l

Sharing—Application and desktop sharing capabilities are an important component in some real-time
collaboration, e.g. help desk services. With the use of
such capabilities, a help desk technician can gain access to a user’s desktop and resolve a problem remotely. Application sharing capabilities allow the collaborators to demonstrate software, or to work on a
particular document simultaneously using features like
a white electronic board;

l

Audio—Audio capabilities are useful for the verbal
delivery of presentations, voice interaction among
collaborators, or the sharing of various forms of sound
clips. The applications for this feature will include activities like online presentations, online support or help
in b2c arena or managing voice chat rooms;

l

Video—Video capabilities in real-time collaboration
tools enable streaming real-time video or broadcasting of prerecorded video presentations. Currently,
because of bandwidth limitations, this capability is
primarily being targetted towards individuals and families that are far-apart and would love to see the faces
of their loved ones, no matter the quality or the size of
the video. As bandwidth bottlenecks are cleared, the
same can be used in various corporate situations like
conferencing, training, distance learning etc.
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l

Polling and Reporting—Polling and reporting are
tools that enable collaborators to vote or render an
opinion or a response. For example, in collaboration
situations like online presentations or discussions, the
polling and reporting features can be used to conduct
surveys or to assist in the decision-making process of
teams;

l

Instant Messaging—Capabilities like instant messaging enables text or voice chat communication between
two users, even if there are other people present. This
allows two or more people to interact independent of
other activities taking place in the collaboration environment.

Apart from the functional capabilities, you also need to
consider the integration and compliance of tools related to
your exiting or planned infrastructure. Some of the important
criteria are:
l

Application integration—While some real-time collaboration tools are stand-alone tools, others include
application program interfaces (APIs). This should be
considered if the solution must integrate with other
applications;

l

Firewall friendliness—For most standards associated
with the synchronous traffic, required for real-time
collaboration, a port must be opened on a corporate
firewall to allow it to take place. This criteria has a
large impact on the implementation of the collaboration tool along with the traffic load on your network;

l

Compliance with standards—Standards compliance
impacts the inter-operability of the collaboration tool
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and guaranteed successful sessions with other vendors
or your customers who use different collaboration tools
that adhere to the same standards.

Summary
When you walk into a brick-and-mortar store, most often than
not, you enter into a collaborative buying session. The store
clerk will greet you with a smile and show you around in case
you cannot find what you are looking for, make suggestions
and even help you make up your mind. The human interface—signs within a store or the way things are laid out in
sections—give you appropriate feedback to make your shopping experience a pleasant one. When you end up buying some
item, there will be a cashier who will be more than happy to
make the financial transaction and put your item in a box or
bag, as the case may be. The cashier or the store clerk may
also try to cross-sell or up-sell you, based on your attire, behaviour and many other body language indicators that you
may be sending across. The interaction ends by exchange of
pleasantries and you take your purchases home.
Now imagine you enter another store where you have to
unlock the door, walk in and wander the aisles to find what
you are looking for. There is a catalog, but searching through
it is your responsibility and if you don’t know the exact spelling or the category of the item you are looking for, you are out
of luck, even though the store’s shelves may have stockpiles of
the item. There are no store clerks or even shoppers around
you who can help you in deciding what would be the better
choice between the two similar items you are looking at and
the only way to compare would perhaps be to read through
the fine print of product description. Finally, when you have
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filled your shopping-cart and are ready to pay for the items, it
is your responsibility to take care of the payment by filling a
couple of forms and god forbid if you made a single mistake,
you will have to fill the forms all over again—no mercy there!
After having gone through all this trouble, consider yourself
lucky if you can actually touch and see what you have paid for
within one week!
Not a good shopping experience you would say, right?
But that is exactly what the e-retailers make you do every time
you visit their site, no matter how many times you have been
there. Clever and appropriate use of some technologies discussed in this chapter can help you provide your customers
with a fulfilling shopping experience and something that differentiates you from your competitors. Figure 4.3 below, shows
a logical representation of how these technologies can be used
to build a world-class e-solution that uses the best of the breed
tools in a ‘collaborative’ way.
I would repeat one caution that I said earlier. Do not try
to stuff all the boxes with automated tools only. Sometimes,
it’s the human touch that can make all the difference. While
many shoppers may think twice about entering their credit
card number on a website, they will not hesitate for a second
to give all that information to a person over the phone. Similarly, your customers may not tolerate inefficiencies and problems with your website or automated solutions, but will be
more than willing to overlook the same in store clerks. In fact,
they may even work with the store clerks to find what they are
looking for by giving suggestions and tips on where to find the
item or how to solve a specific problem.
When defining the e-strategy, use a balanced approach.
Use technology where you want to improve efficiency and
reduce errors or operational costs, and invest in people where
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Fig. 4.3
it can help you create a friendly environment for user experience. The complete equation is People, Processes and Technology!
In e-business, your products and capabilities are exposed
to the entire world via the Internet. To level the field, your
competitors will have the same exposure. As soon as you or
your competitor launches a new initiative, all the other players
in the market will need to reassess their initiatives and capabilities. This results in a constant and increasingly rapid stream
of small and large adjustments to priorities and business initiatives. However, the constant shift in focus from one project
to another can wreak havoc on the structure and interoperability of the company’s e-business and back-end systems.
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Although your business initiatives will be in constant flux,
the change in your basic business strategy will be consistent or
change at a slower rate. For example, in the manufacturing
sector, a common strategy during the last two decades has
been to reduce inventories by implementing tighter integration
among sales forecasts, sales, manufacturing and procurement.
This strategy has remained stable throughout the mainframe
era, client/server computing and the e-business era. However,
business and systems initiatives have ranged from MRP
(manufacturing resource planning) systems to EDI (electronic
data interchange) and now to e-procurement and emarketplaces. So, it would not be wrong to say that the business
strategy offers a more stable foundation on which to build and
evolve any systems architecture, including e-business.

Chapter

5

The Dr(e)am Team

Update May 2018:
The world is flat! Organization structures, roles and responsibilities have evolved with
increasing globalization and outsourcing models. More organizations, especially in hi-tech,
are heavily matrixed and have geographically spread teams. Roles have merged and evolved,
with some being specialists, like data scientist, and others being generalized, like DevOps.
Irrespective of the structures, the human equation remains. In fact, in certain areas, the job
of a manager and a leader has become much more complex and taxing.
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Expertise in one field does not
carry over into other fields. But
experts often think so. The
narrower their field of
knowledge, the more likely they
are to think so.
n

Robert A Heinlein

E

very strategy is as good as its execution. No matter
how grand your vision, how accurate your data or
how detailed the plan, if you do not have the right
team to execute on the plan, everything is vapourware. In the
knowledge industry, where the pace of technological change
is very fast, you are dependent on the advice and decisions of
your software engineering team. The dependency becomes
more acute when the management does not understand nor
tries to understand this new technology. This further aggravates the problem if the development team uses this lack of
understanding as an opportunity to push its own agenda or to
hide its mistakes and wrong decisions in the design or architecture of the solutions. The scarcity of qualified and good
resources adds fuel to the fire, as mediocrity is positioned as
“the best you can get” and compromises are being made where
none would have been tolerated a few years ago!
Inspite of all the hue-and-cry over resources, it is still possible to design and deploy excellent e-solutions if you plan it
right and hire the right resources, at the right level and at the
right time. If you are an organization that is trying to move
from brick-and-mortar to click-and-mortar, you already have
an edge over a dot-com company that is trying to start from
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scratch. The fundamental business objectives have not changed
as far back as you can go in time. The primary objective of an
organization is to make enough money that it can turn in profits or at least break even, in case of a non-profit organization.
If any organization, new economy or old, does not plan to
make profits, it does not have any economic right to exist.
There are multiple ways to improve upon the bottom line, but
the two most popular are - 1) increase the customer base of
high margin products and 2) reduce operational costs. Apart
from the need to make profits, organizations invest in various
strategic initiatives that position them as leaders in their class
or creates a differentiation from their competitors. Currently,
most of the organizations are creating e-strategy or e-solutions
for reducing the operational costs and creating a differentiation, the latter being a more strategic goal.
The reason to bring up the various reasons for e-initiatives is to make sure you understand the core business objective of creating the e-strategy and then build your teams such
that you are able to meet these objectives. If you noticed, I
said teams and not team. The primary difference between the
technology solutions of yesteryear and now is the scope. In the
client/server age, any technical solution was primarily focussed
on one specific business problem and the number of touch
points were limited to the specific solution. All methods of
interaction with the customer involved a human being, so the
complexities of internal systems and processes were transparent to the end customer. With e-commerce, the end customer
is exposed to the guts of your organization and the interaction
may not involve any human interaction. This is why implementing any e-strategy will involve multiple teams and because of this fact, the number of people involved to create and
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support e-solutions is more than in legacy systems. This increased demand creates scarcity and thus, the hype around
skilled resources. In fact, this appears like a paradox because
on the one hand automation promises more productivity with
less people, and on the other hand the need for developing
and supporting these automated solutions requires an army of
workers! It seems that the shift has happened from resources
needed to support business to resources needed to support the
systems that support a business.

WHERE TO BEGIN?

In one of the earlier chapters, I compared building a house to
software development, which I will use to a greater extent in
this discussion because the decisions that need to be taken, the
skill set needed and the team required at each phase of the
development, are very similar.
If you were to build a house, the very first skill set you
would seek would be that of an architect. You prefer that the
person has done this before and you would like to see the
houses he or she has developed and talk to the owners or seek
references to find out about this person. Once the architect is
hired, you explain your ‘vision’ and ‘needs’ to this person,
who will then brainstorm with you and your family to understand the details around what you are looking for in the house.
When the architect has enough information to work with, she
or he will create one or more blueprints (mock-ups) to show
them to you and your family. The blueprints will contain details around the foundation, the design, the room size, windows, wiring, plumbing and everything that you will need in
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the house. These details will give you an ‘estimate’ of the time,
effort and money that you would need to construct the house.
Now you are ready to hire the labour force that will help
you build the house under tight supervision of the architect
and a contractor. You may decide to build a portion of the
house or the complete house, but there are a few fundamentals that will have to be completed irrespectively; e.g. the foundation, plumbing, electric wiring etc. so that your house is ready
for future ‘growth’. In software terms, one would say design it
with the end in mind so that later on, you are not restricted for
growth or changes just because the foundation was laid for
two rooms only!
Would you start building the rooms without defining the
architecture? How about hiring the labour before you decide
upon the architect? Nonsense, you would say. It does not make
any logical sense. Ironically, this is exactly what most of the
companies do when it comes to developing e-solutions. You
will hear the arguments that when you are in time to market
pressure, you do not have the luxury to spend time on detailed architecture and you can come back later and do it right.
If the same logic is applied to the house, you may end up with
four rooms with no interconnection so that, to go from one
room to another, you may have to go around the house to
enter another room!
By now, you may have gotten the idea that the first skill
set you need to hire is a systems architect. This person, or
team, should have the right skills and relevant experience so
that the foundation of your e-solutions will be poised for growth
and will have right interfaces that can be extended when the
time comes to integrate new products or develop new ones.
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An architectural focus will lend greater flexibility and longevity to your e-investment. The idea is to use business strategy
and focus to drive a broad and comprehensive outline of the
architecture and then decide which pieces of the architecture
to implement based on the specific business initiatives that are
needed in the immediate future.
Normally, an experienced systems architecture team (one
or more person) should be able to define a working model based
on your pressure points, within a matter of four to six weeks.
This will give you enough information that you can start constructing your e-solutions or integrating the various ‘buy’ solutions. The architect’s temptation is to continue the process of
specifying the architecture in greater and greater detail. This is
the wrong approach if you are planning top-down and a highlevel architectural definition is as far as it should go.
If your approach is bottom-up, then the architect should
develop the details for integration with existing applications
for point-in-time business initiatives. In this case, a strong partnership with application teams becomes crucial to gains following key benefits:
l

Insight from real-world architectural issues that enable
the e-architecture to provide a more functional solution
that is tightly integrated with existing business solution;

l

Collaboration between the development and architectural team creates a better appreciation for architecture and a better partnership for future development;

l

By not trying to specify precise technologies long before they are needed, the architecture team uses its
resources more effectively with the assurance that its
analysis will result in actual production use.
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This makes the second most important skill-set to get:
that of a project or program manager. Again, insist on experience and a ‘can-do’ attitude, as this is the person who will
make it happen or lose it all. The primary responsibility of the
project manager will be to coordinate tasks, manage the baseline plan and act as a change control gatekeeper to monitor
and manage the scope. With these primary skills in place, you
will need the following to put together a working team:
l

Systems analyst/Senior Programmer—Who designs the system from its inception to implementation,
is responsible for the complete technical design and
execution of the project. This person should have some
understanding of the business and architecture and
should work very closely with the business and architecture team;

l

Business analyst—This role is the business unit’s liaison that can translate business requirements into
technical terms for system design and is also responsible for working with documentation and training teams
or may own these tasks;

l

Database architect/Database programmer—Designs the database layer and develops the functions to
manage data integrity and referential integrity along
with interfaces to the business logic layer;

l

Programmer—Develops the code for the project, as
well as the system interfaces with existing programs.
This person works closely with the systems analyst
and business analyst to get the direction and verification of the code being developed;
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l

Operations person—Oversees the network and hardware requirements of the project, as well as designs
implementation and ongoing support processes;

l

Human Factor Engineer (HFE)—Makes sure that
the solution being developed can be used by mere
mortals, i.e. people other than the developers of the
application;

l

Graphic designer—Works closely with the HFE to
design a simple and intuitive user interface.

REPORTING STRUCTURES

In the ‘old’ days, creating a team was easy. One project, one
team, with everyone reporting to one manager. The manager
was responsible for line management (people management) and
project management. This traditional method of creating teams,
where everyone on the project reports to one manager, is
known as direct management. This is still prevalent in the industry but many high-tech companies have now adopted matrix management. In matrix management, an individual may
report to a line manager for HR and personnel-related tasks,
like review and career planning, but will report to the project
or program manager for project-related tasks, which is termed
as dotted line reporting. There are two reasons for matrix management: 1) It circumvents intra-group politics and gives every
employee a chance to bypass the ‘project manager’ and plan
his or her career irrespective of the current project, 2) it allows
for easier job rotation as technology workers may or may not
be in the same project for long. Another flavour of matrix
management, considered by some to be a little extreme and
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referred to as a silo structure—is where two separate teams are
created, one with a business focus and another with technology focus. The two teams merge at the management level but
report to their respective managers for task and line management. This is more of silo management structure than true
matrix management, as the team members may or may not be
driven by the common project objectives based on the influences upon their direct managers.
Which reporting structure you adopt in your organization
will have a lot to do with the comfort level of your employees,
especially staff members who will take on the role of a manager.
Within large organizations, different groups will tend to gravitate
to different styles of reporting structure—the manufacturing and
customer support group will tend to have strict hierarchy with
the direct reporting structure, while in IT and other similar
groups, you may see proliferation of matrix and silo management. This does not mean that only a specific type of reporting
structure is right for certain types of groups; feel free to adopt
one over the other or even reorganize if one model does not
seem to work or the needs of the organization have changed.
Direct Management

When the entire team reports directly to the project manager
(I’m using the term to include program and product managers) it becomes easy to control the outcome of the project. All
other things being equal, this team structure will provide the
best time-to-market because authority, responsibility and accountability—the three primary ingredients of management—
are centralized in one place and person. This also provides
the necessary control over the team and the project to enable
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a rapid shift in business direction, change in scope or any other
factor that needs quick decision-making followed by its implementation. In this model, almost everything depends upon the
project manager’s capability to understand the business and
the technological landscape, because the team members may
or may not get direct visibility. This means that the project
manager becomes the key position and should be chosen with
care, as because of this centralization of power, there exists
the potential of its misuse.
Many experts think that this team structure may not work
out very well in the knowledge industry. The primary reason
is that people like to move from project to project and, in this
case, if your manager does not ‘let you go’, you can be dead
sure that you are stuck where you indeed are. The more you
are considered an expert in your job, the more likely that it is
so! But for the corporation, it makes more sense that the experts
move from project to project and help create new solutions to
provide a competitive edge against the competitors. Figure
5.1 shows a typical team structure in direct management.

Fig. 5.1
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Matrix Management

This management structure has evolved to compensate for
problems existing in the earlier model, primarily to provide
the team members some visibility and an opportunity to separate work or life issues. In this case, the employee will report
directly to a line manager, who will be responsible for employee reviews, retention, career development and other HRrelated tasks. The employee is ‘assigned’ to one or more
projects, depending upon the skill set, both existing and targeted, for the employee. Once the employee is on the project,
then the project manager does all task allocation for the employee. Vacation plans and other non-project tasks and activities are still managed by the line manager, which also includes
conflict resolution in case the employee if having trouble working with the other team members.
This type of splitting the management responsibilities has
become very popular in the high-tech industry because it allows for job rotation and also snubs team politics and favouritism. If implemented right, this type of team structure can
give you the best of both worlds by giving you the flexibility
of moving experts from one project to another and providing
visibility to the right candidates for growth and promotions.
Figure 5.2 depicts a matrix management structure.

Silo Management

An extension of the matrix management structure is where
you separate the teams based on their functions and have direct reporting within each team. This structure is a mixture of
matrix and direct management and is based upon the thinking
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Fig. 5.2

that a field expert is the right person to manage a team in that
field. So, create two separate teams—one with business focus
that is managed by a business manager and another one with
technical focus that is managed by a technical manager. This
structure works well if and only if both the business and technical managers and their teams are willing to work closely
together to meet the business objectives. Needless to say, this
is a pretty big if as most of the times, each of these managers
will have different agendas and may be influenced by different objectives and goals. Another issue faced by this structure
is resolution of issues. Given the ‘silo’ structure, every issue
would tend to be escalated to the highest point in the hierarchy structure, to the point where they merge.
If the silo goes up to the senior management, it may end
up wasting the management’s time for resolving unnecessary
issues and will work contrary to employee empowerment,
which is crucial in the e-industry. On the other hand, this
structure will work very well for those managers who need to
be involved in each decision of their team and closely monitor
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the activities. If you plan to adopt this structure, be sure that
the teams work well together and keep a close eye on their
results. In case you don’t see the teams working together for
three months or more, do not hesitate to reorganize and adopt
either the direct or matrix management structure. Keep in mind
that in e-industry, speed matters more than quality or quantity
and you do not have the time to waste! Figure 5.3 represents a
typical silo management structure.

Fig. 5.3

Most often, the reporting structures do not work because
the roles and responsibilities are not clearly defined up-front
and are left to the best guess of the person in the role. Each
structure emphasizes on different aspects of team dynamics
and can be made to work in any organization, balancing responsibility with authority and accountability. As I mentioned
earlier, technology companies tend to gravitate towards one
of the flavours of the matrix management structure because
that structure tends to meet their needs of detaching people
from projects and reusing the skills across multiple projects.
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PROJECT STRUCTURE

Apart from the reporting structures, there are primarily two
different ways of organizing the project teams—vertical (silo or
stovepipe) or horizontal. Prior to the web era, the most common project structure was vertical, where the project team created an end-to-end solution which included all the components
of a solution. This usually resulted in a plethora of databases
that contained duplicate information, like user profiles, security etc, which then had to be integrated for data exchange
and synchronization or aggregated using datawarehousing.
Along with duplication of data, it also resulted in duplication
of code and function because almost 30–40 per cent of every
solution is common among all corporate software. This includes functions like security, authentication, profiling, search
and interfaces to other systems, etc.
The Internet introduced the concept of distributed computing that, in turn, introduced the horizontal project structure
model. Using this model, you would create one or more teams
that would focus on the horizontal capabilities, which would
be shared among your e-solutions. This reduces duplication
of work and data across multiple solutions, but creates another
complication—an integration of all e-solutions and managing
the scope of each horizontal solution. The biggest challenge
faced by the manager of any horizontal initiative or project is
that the team will try to solve the world’s hunger in the first
release and the scope will grow beyond what can be managed
in the first release. On the other hand, this type of project
structure tends to create cross-dependencies between projects,
that make planning extremely difficult. Again, the emphasis
goes back on the architecture team that should define it such
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that it can be scaled to enterprise wide implementation even
when you start with a very small scope.
In constructing a team, size does matter. It’s not just the
size of the team but also your organization. If you are a small
to medium-sized organization, then you can easily do with
smaller teams that will work together to deliver the e-solutions. On the other hand, if you are a large organization, teams
will tend to get large and more spread-out. The inherent nature of established and large organizations tends to be process-focussed and given the large team sizes, it makes it very
difficult to move fast or change course mid-way. This is one of
the key reasons why upstart companies have been able to
achieve faster time to market.
One way to organize your e-teams is to have silos for
each customer constituency and within these silos, have a combination of horizontal and vertical teams as shown in Fig 5.4.

Fig. 5.4
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This isolation of teams based on various constituencies is
a manageable compromise and also provides each team enough
leverage to customize their solutions for their target customers. If you crave for speed to market, then a combination of
direct reporting structure and customer-focussed project structure will provide you with the best possible agility and flexibility in today’s market. One word of caution, in case you would
plan to have the ‘silo’ reporting structure—make sure that the
teams work very well together, otherwise you are guaranteed
the slowest time to market along with lower quality of e-solutions. The matrix management reporting structure works extremely well if you and your employees, especially the managers, are comfortable with that concept.

IS ONE TEAM ENOUGH?

As the strategy you will define will be for meeting the longterm corporate objectives and goals, you will need to create
more than one team to support your strategy over time. The
team we have looked at so far is the primary team, which I
term as the sustaining team, which will develop and sustain
your e-solutions. This is the team that will take your e-solutions
from the ‘awe’ phase, with the first release, to the ‘stagnation
and rebirth’ phase with subsequent releases. Once your
e-solutions have moved into latter phases, the workings of this
team will be process-driven to mitigate any risk of an adverse
impact on existing solutions that are in production. Unfortunately, just this one team will not provide you with a
competitive advantage over your competitors, because even if
you have the first-mover advantage in your selected market
space, it will not last more than a few months!
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In the world of physical products, the manufacturers have
a separate R&D department that continues to work with new
materials, shapes and ideas to improve the product with better features, usability, utility etc. so that the customers are
pushed back into the ‘awe’ phase to become repeat buyers. In
the virtual world of e-business, similar initiatives need to be
taken for customer retention and ‘stickiness’ once they are on
your website. So, apart from the sustaining team, you will need
to create two more teams—evolution and innovation teams.
The team structure and size of these teams will be different
from the sustaining team, but will be driven by the organization’s strategic and long-term objectives.

The Evolution Team

While the sustaining team will focus on fixing defects or enhancing existing functions and capabilities from the perspective of day-to-day operations, the evolution team will focus on
introducing new capabilities, features and technologies to your
e-solutions. Going back to strategy definition and implementation roadmap, this team will continually look at the next logical capability to be introduced in your e-solutions and will
evaluate existing solutions in the market that can be bought
and integrated or developed. So, you can see why the e-architecture is a very important component or rather, foundation
of your e-strategy. Without this architecture in place, you will
end up with a hodge-podge of capabilities and functions tied
together with a spaghetti code that can only be maintained by
the developers who have worked on it.
The primary charter for the evolution team will be to continually improve the quality and scope of your e-solutions. So,
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once your website has been launched and you have started
with b2c e-commerce, this team should be looking at the next
set of improvements to be included in your b2c e-solutions to
provide a better user experience. When and how to implement personalization? What tools will fit into your existing
architecture and how? What should be the user experience
once personalization is in place? All these questions, and more,
will be answered by this team which should become the basis
for enhancements to your e-solutions. End-to-end customer
experience should be at the center of all decision-making for
new capabilities and enhancements.
The construct of this team should be cross-functional, i.e.
it should include business and technical members. Ideally, the
team’s structure should be direct reporting into the business
manager, primarily product or program manager, as the evolution of your e-solutions should be business-driven, not technology-driven. The team size does not have to be more than
six to eight people, consisting of the product or program manager, database administrator, programmers, the human factor
engineer with consultation from the architect team. This team
will have to work closely with the architect team while they
are defining what new capability to bring in and what tools
will work well with the existing architecture. Once the function or capability has been developed, then this team will need
to work with the sustaining team to introduce and integrate
this new capability into the system. Once the capability has
been integrated into the system, then it falls under the sustaining team’s responsibility to improve and enhance this functionality based on customer feedback or defect reporting.
The focus of the evolution team should be the end-to-end
e-solutions and not just a specific module or business function.
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This means that the team may come back with new capabilities to be added to the order fulfillment or security or content
management areas of the entire solution. The timing and frequency of introducing new capabilities should be considered
part of the strategy, as you may end up confusing and overwhelming your customers and your teams if done too often.
On the other hand, taking a long time to improve the e-solutions’ capabilities and functions will be deterrent to your position in the industry along with customer retention and loyalty.

Innovation Team

In order to gain strategic advantage, you need to create and
deploy breakthrough solutions. This means detaching yourself from existing business limitations and coming up with a
revolutionary way of doing business. In order to create this
detachment from existing e-solutions, you need to create a team
that is isolated from day-to-day or quarter-to-quarter releases
and enhancements of your current solutions. Using the terminology of Clayton Christensen from his excellent book—The
innovator’s dilemma—this team should be responsible for creating the disruptive technologies or processes that would give
you a strategic leap over your competitors. The solutions developed by this team should enable you to bring your customers back into the ‘awe’ phase so that they come back to you
just because of clever use of technology or a new way of conducting business.
The profile of this team should include hard-core programmers, database administrators a business visionary, a technology visionary led by a technical manager, and the size
should be limited to four to six people. This team will work
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closely with the business manager and the evolution team. The
product or business manager should provide the direction, in
terms of gaps in the existing system, to this team, so that they
can experiment with new technologies or devise a new use of
the existing technology. Once a viable solution is defined or
developed, then this team will need to work with the evolution and sustaining team to transfer the solution and its knowledge so that it can be integrated into the existing system.
This team should only be constructed if you are serious
about or have intentions of creating your own strategic solutions. A strong direction, backing and commitment from the
management will be required to keep this team afloat, otherwise you lose the risk of demoralizing the team or not getting
any tangible results from it. If implemented and managed right,
the efforts of this team will provide a steady flow of new capabilities that will continually increase the quality and level of
your e-solutions which can, in turn, give you the strategic advantage over the competitors.

Fig. 5.5
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Again, make sure this team does not just focus on technology, but also thinks about using the technology to reengineer
the business processes. As I said earlier, the entire solution is a
combination of people, process and technology. Figure 5.5
shows how these three teams can work in parallel to provide
you with consistent and continuous improvements to your
e-solutions.

THE ROLE OF THE MANAGER

In the early days, a manager was a manager. Everyone knew
that a person became a manager by rising through the ranks
or was a special someone of the owner of the business! This
made everyone’s life very easy because you either respected
your manager or obeyed him and would rarely question his
(rarely her) decision.
However, since the advent of the ‘new’ economy or ‘knowledge’ workers, the scenario has been muddied a lot. Now suddenly you may find a person half your age as your manager
just because she or he knows a lot more than you do about this
thing called the Internet. As much as it shakes the norms of
the manager-worker relationship, it wrecks havoc for the managers too. It’s not just the difference in understanding the technology that makes it a challenge for the young manager to
manage older workers, it’s also the social assumptions and rapid
change in the workplace that has not given any time for adjustment to these new terms and conditions of the workplace.
Avoiding delving into social behaviour and psychology, I
want to highlight two factors that should be kept in mind when
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selecting a ‘manager’ for your e-teams. First, people feel comfortable within their own age group because they can easily
relate to others. Second, technology workers only respect indepth technical knowledge. This implies that if you are going
to hire or place a young person as the manager, then you will
see an implicit age discrimination, which may or may not be
intentional. On the other hand, if you will place an older person in the management position, then this person better have
some technical background and zest for learning, otherwise
she or he will not be able to lead the team in the best possible
manner. The role of the manager, in this case, becomes that of
a manager and a leader. Even the business managers should
have some technical or industry knowledge to avoid being
snowed by the developers.
This makes appropriate technical knowledge a must for
the ‘new’ manager. The manager should be able to understand
and meaningfully participate in technical meetings and discussions or will risk being ridiculed or ignored by the team. In case
the manager cannot or does not intend to get technology-savvy, then she or he needs to have the skill to recognize the person who can be trusted to provide a good leadership. Once this
‘team leader’ is identified, then she or he should be given enough
autonomy to lead the team with responsibility, authority and
accountability. In this case, the manager will need to be a manager and not a doer, which implies learning the skill of letting go.

A CONFLICT OF CULTURES

According to Art Kleiner, author of the book Age of Heretics
and co-author of The Dance of Change, there are two different
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types of cultures at work in any business, more dominantly in
the dot-com world. He calls these cultures as ‘Hype’ and ‘Craft’,
where the company’s sales and marketing and executive teams
follow the hype culture and the development team follows the
craft culture.
The culture of hype typically represents the CEO or the
executive team hard-selling the business propositions to venture capitalists or cutting deals with other businesses one day
and becoming millionaires the next. This culture of hype is
further fueled by ‘instant millionaire’ stories that are covered
on the front page by leading media after every dot-com IPO.
Unfortunately, hype is not what can keep these dot-coms
going but it’s the craft team (website designers, programmers,
information architects, etc) that earns them their bread and
butter. And this team requires a hype-free environment and
mental space to create the solutions. This team cannot shift
gears when an insistent client comes on the scene or convince
a VC (Venture Capitalist) to part with his millions.
Kleiner claims that this conflict in driving factors between
the two teams is one of factors why the ‘hype team’ fails to
handle the ‘craft team’, which then leads to organizational
failures or lack of quality in the software solutions developed
by these companies. In his book, he also provides some answers
by quoting Microsoft’s example, which has been successful in
balancing these two cultures for the benefit of the organization.

SOME GUIDELINES FOR TEAM MANAGEMENT

Although the general rules of people management do not
change just because you are now using the Internet as a medium
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to conduct business, but there are a few guidelines that you
may want adopt just to make sure that team conflicts do not
impair your ability to have world-class e-solutions.
l

Rotation—The Legacy is not carried over by the software, but by the teams that refuse to let-go of the solutions they have developed. On the other hand, the
legacy code or architecture will have a serious impact
on your ability to meet long-term objectives and goals
that you expect from your e-solutions. To avoid a carryover of legacy, you must plan rotation of technical
staff from one group to another once a year or at least
once every 18 months. This will help you enforce two
most important activities in software development—
documentation and knowledge transfer. The other
benefit of rotation is that it brings in new perspectives
and fresh ideas into the team and avoids locking you
down on a specific solution path that may become a
hurdle in itself to the growth of your e-solutions.

l

Teamwork—Everything else being equal, two people will work well together only if they enjoy working
together! Most of the time, the teams are working together because there is no other option. If there is lack
of trust between team members, then most of the time
they end up arguing or blaming each other for misses
on the project or failure of the project. No matter who
gets the blame, unfortunately, it’s the organization that
suffers and especially in e-space, any lapse may mean
a difference between the first-mover advantage or playing catch-up for the rest of your life.

The senior management should keep a very close watch
on the teams and their productivity, especially if you are
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adopting the ‘silo’ reporting structure. The teams should not
be given more than three months to ‘work together’ and if the
problems persist, you should not hesitate to rotate people out
of the team and reorganize till you can get the desired result.
Do not let the people problem linger on as it does not serve
any purpose and wastes more time and management energy
than it is worth.
l

Attitude Adjustment—With the hype over shortage
of skilled workers, you are bound to see attitudes that
would not have been tolerated a few years ago! Don’t
get intimidated by this and define acceptable discipline and rewards that expect and encourage professional behaviour in the organization. Lead by example and minimize exceptions so that no wrong precedence is set within the team members. This does not
imply ruling with an iron fist; just apply common sense
and focus on the business needs and help the team
work towards the common goal of your e-strategy.

l

Roles and Responsibilities—Another, most
common, culprit that influences the quality of teamwork
is clear definition of roles and responsibilities. With the
assumption that some people want to work while some
try to avoid it as much as they can, causes a serious dent
in the overall quality of solutions, including customer
interaction and support. It is in the best of management’s interest to define, as clearly as possible, all the
roles in their teams and responsibilities of each of these
roles so as to avoid confusion and create cohesive teams.

l

Team Dynamics—Are there any ingredients that
would help you to make a cohesive team that works
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well together? It would be wrong of me to say that ebusiness teams are influenced by a different set of factors than any other team. Ultimately, it’s the team
members that make teams work. Over my career, I
have been part of teams that could never work together and also some that clicked together right away.
If I was to think back and list the characteristics of the
teams that clicked well, I would come up with attributes
of the team members—confidence in self, willingness
to learn from others, working towards the common
goal of a project’s success, avoiding politics and knowing what one does well and sticking to it. One of the
important differences that I noted is that the teams
that help create a product or project from its inception to it’s release usually tend to work well together,
while the teams that are created around a mature product tend to stifle in politics. This is an interesting fact
to remember for the managers and should be kept in
mind when constructing the teams.
Why does this happen? During the product or project
inception, design and development, the team is constantly
thrown against technical challenges and is focussed on creating
something from scratch. This stage of product development
creates an ‘awe’ phase within the team and the team members
are challenged with something new every day, ‘awed’ by every
progressive step. Little time and energy is left for power struggle and fighting for the credit. Once the project matures, then
more focus moves to process definitions and control because
the goal of the team becomes smooth sustenance of the project
rather than creating and building something substantial. This
does not mean that the sustaining and enhancements do not
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require creativity; on the contrary, they require more creativity than creating something new, as now, you are bound by
the limits of the existing system. This gives creative people the
opportunity to come up with an innovative way to solve problems without disrupting the production solution. More on this
topic will be discussed in a later chapter that focusses on some
of the factors that are influencing the e-employees.

Summary
The architectural team should use a solid understanding of
business strategy as the foundation of e-architecture. Unless
you do not have existing applications or plan to retire them,
this team should partner with development teams to build the
architecture in a bottom-up fashion. This way, your e-architecture will combine the flexibility and interoperability of a
long-term vision with the need to deliver business value today.
Many e-business projects often suffer from the “hurry up
and wait” syndrome. Projects go through the initiation process of concept approval, planning and estimation. From there,
plans are developed, budgets are estimated and teams are assembled, but it is unusual for a project execution to begin immediately. Building e-business systems is not a simple exercise and requires comprehensive planning, analysis and design; a sizeable portion of the project is completed before the
majority of the team members are needed for construction,
testing and implementation. However, there is a tendency to
hoard resources and have them committed prematurely to
avoid the danger of constraints, but that is, in fact, doing more
harm than good. If resources are snapped-up with no concrete
deliverables in sight, boredom and frustration set in, so that

The Dr(e)am Team

145

when the actual work begins, the staff members are already
disillusioned. When building teams, the goal is to optimize
efficiency and keep dedication to the project strong. Assigning resources later, rather than sooner, is the key.
Multitasking the resources across more than one project
is becoming the norm within the e-business, since specialized
skills are continually in demand and good resources are hard
to find. To avoid resource constraint as much as possible, you
can do several things:
l

Build smaller, more strategic teams to handle the core of
the project;

l

Form several small tactical teams deployed when necessary; and

l

Develop an execution process that keeps resources committed to the project with as little interruption as possible.

The core of the project team will be dedicated to the
project throughout its entirety. These resources will ensure that
completion of the planning phase clearly understood and communicated resource requirements, and management of technical or architectural issues. Once the core team is in place,
the general project team members are assigned to the project
on a temporary basis, assigned only when required. This general team is made up of staff developers, test engineers, operations support and business unit support.
While having small project teams linked together is more
manageable, there are some concerns. Knowledge transfer is
vital. In the event that a key person leaves the project, his or
her experience must be available to be transferred to a new or
existing team member. Maintaining harmonious relationships
are also critical, because unlike larger project teams, relationship problems cannot be easily isolated. The project manager
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must lead the entire team, but the core team must also accept
accountability and responsibility for the project, because they
are crucial for transferring information to the general team in
order to carry out the project.

Chapter

6

e-Processes

Update May 2018:
The software development processes and methodologies have evolved a lot from client-server
days. Most of these provide the needed agility and acceleration but only if they are adopted as
intended. This is where the current challenges are.
With all right intent, the team and the management decide to adopt a certain framework and
methodology but then, little-by-little, the corporate structure starts restricting what can or
cannot be done and very soon you have a highly bastardized version of the framework that
adds more overhead to the team than adding velocity to digital transformation.
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If you perceive that there are
four possible ways in which a
procedure can go wrong and
circumvent these, then a fifth
way, unprepared for, will
promptly develop.
n

Murphy’s Law

I

t was close to 5:00 pm and I was asked by my manager
to attend a customer meeting the next day. In order to
get some cash advance, I went to the accounting department but was told that as per the policy and process, the request for cash advance has to be received before 3:00 pm in
order to be fulfilled. I was getting desperate as I had to leave
soon to catch the train and tried to cajole the accountant to
make an exception for me. I was about to give up when I saw
the accounting manager walk in and explained my situation
to him. He not only gave me the cash advance but also turned
to his staff and said, ‘Corporate policies and processes are meant
to serve the business, not the other way around’. A very valuable lesson that I got very early on in my career.
This is becoming truer with larger impact in the e-world,
where the effect of wrong policy or process can wreck havoc
on the bottom line by either draining the customers or increasing
your operational costs. The problem is how everyone perceives
the introduction of ‘processes’. For some, it may mean a reliable
and repeatable way of conducting business to avoid surprises,
while for the others, it spells bureaucracy! When at reengineering your processes to support e-business initiatives,
you need to look at end-to-end processes and not in piecemeal.
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The Internet provides a huge opportunity to not just re-engineer
but re-invent your business. Primarily, there are three areas
that you need to focus upon—business processes, operational
processes and software development processes.

BUSINESS PROCESSES

Here, I’m taking a broader view of business processes that
include the product design. To illustrate the point, let us take
an example of an insurance company. Being in the business of
filling form after form and documenting every aspect of their
customer’s lives, any insurance company would have to be a
very process-driven organization. Most of its customers would
not hesitate to term it as a bureaucratic, paper-shuffling organization. So, how can such a company go about designing
and developing e-business solutions?

Focus on the Customers

One of the most over-used statement is ‘be customer driven’.
So, what does it really mean when someone makes this
statement? When you bring in any type of automation, including
e-solutions, there are multiple customers whom you have to
think about. Undoubtedly, the primary customers to consider
would be the end users or business customers and when defining
the e-solutions design and build around the features and
capabilities that would enhance their experience in doing
business with your organization. So, in this example, the first
and foremost customers to focus upon are the policyholders.
The next set of customers to focus upon are the insurance agents
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(business partners) who will use the e-solutions to turn prospects
into policyholders and also provide first-level support. The
third important segment of customers to focus upon are the
employees, who will use the data from the system to provide
services and second-level support to the policyholders. In case
the company has or plans to outsource the second-level support,
the support staff will become another customer segment to be
included when designing end-to-end e-solutions.
How does it impact the business processes? Well, whereas
earlier, the policyholders would have to go through the agent
or one of the sales staff members to become a customer, she
or he can now log on to the website and browse for information (a prospect) and then buy the policy on-line (a customer)
without having to involve any person.
So, this means that the role of an agent and sales staff has
been changed to more of a support and service provider rather
than the traditional role of bringing in more business. The
agents and sales staff may do more data mining and sifting to
locate promising prospects and convert them to customers than
cold-calling. This change would require business process reengineering on how the agents and the insurance company’s
staff approach and interact with the customers.
Further, once the policyholders can manage their own
policies on the web at their own leisure time, the support staff
will have to be prepared to take calls or e-mails at ungodly
hours of the night. So, this enforces the company to re-think
it’s support processes and manage customer expectations.
With agents as the customers, the e-solutions should focus
on reducing the paper process of forms and also consolidating
forms that are exchanged between the agents and the company.
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This will not only reduce the errors because of typing,
handwriting or data entry but also will reduce the turnaround
time, delays in getting status and time to enter information. If
the system provides up-to-date information to the agents about
the applications in process, decision process with appropriate
pro-active notifications about the status of their requests, the
company will save the time and effort spent on supporting
calls from agents who just want to verify the status of their
requests.
The intent of illustrating with this example was to demonstrate that no matter what type of organization you have,
there are tremendous benefits to be achieved by using the
Internet as a medium to conduct business. This, in turn, impacts the existing business processes and therefore provides
an excellent opportunity to re-engineer them to help grow the
business. The introduction of new processes should be given
great thought and planning, especially to make sure that the
employees, including executives and managers, buy into and
adopt these new processes.
The primary target for business process re-engineering
are the workflow and approval processes. Integrate the
workflow process into e-solutions so that it becomes event and
messaging-driven to help reduce paper flow and achieve faster
turnaround time. In fact, the workflow processes should be
implemented as an enterprise wide infrastructural tool, ranging from employee vacation approvals to exception handling
for customers.
Other business processes that should be targetted for revision are knowledge and information sharing, collaboration
and content creation and distribution (by content, I primarily

e-Processes

155

imply office documents). Once these processes are defined and
documented, all efforts should be made to standardize them
across the enterprise as it will facilitate in rolling out e-solutions to all of the enterprise later on. Standardization of processes will also help in overall reduction in time to change these
processes when required.

OPERATIONAL PROCESSES

Closely tied to the business processes are operational processes, more so in the e-world where business processes become so dependent on the systems that any blip in the availability of these systems can heavily disrupt the business.
In the winter of 1993/1994, when I was in Houston (USA),
we woke up one day to a frozen city. The temperature had
dropped so rapidly at night that the water pipes burst and electric cables snapped, leaving a major section of the city without
power for almost one entire day. As the home and restaurant
kitchens used electric ovens, some of us had to drive almost
30 miles just to get something to eat! Without central heating
(also running on electricity) people huddled up in their cars to
keep warm until the cars ran out of gas. But then, no gas was
available because the gas stations could not pump gas without
electricity. So, you can see how one event leads to another
and pretty soon, you may have a complete system meltdown
just because of one failure.
What does this have to do with e-strategy? Well, all the
data centers and these nifty little things called computers run
on electricity and many of these businesses did not have enough
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backup power or generators to be without power for one day.
The estimated impact to the local businesses was in millions
of dollars! This means that your operational processes should
be ready for natural and man-made disasters.

Disaster Recovery

When any disaster strikes, what would be the interruption to
your business? In the traditional brick and mortar business,
the answer is obvious: Because the customers would be in the
same geographical location as the business itself and would
either know or be impacted by the same disaster. On the web,
the scenario is completely different. Even though your business’ physical location is in, say, New York, your product manufacturer may be in China and the warehouses may be spread
across the world to serve worldwide customers. Now consider
that a natural disaster has taken place in a certain region of
India. What would be the impact on your business? Before
you say ‘minimal’, let me add that your e-solutions are being
hosted and supported by a company in the effected region.
Now ask the same question and you’ll see that a very different
and, may be, scary answer emerges.
In his book ‘Chaos: Making A New Science ’, James Gleick
writes about the butterfly effect, where he states that a butterfly
flapping its wings in China can have a very large impact on
the weather in USA. The same theory can be extended to the
Internet, where, as businesses become more and more distributed, a minor glitch somewhere halfway around the globe can
have a disastrous impact on your bottom line!
The key elements of the disaster recovery process and
plan are redundancy, replication and duplication (mirroring),
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backup and recovery processes, off-site data storage. When
creating your e-solutions, you should have hardware redundancy that should be spread across the globe. Each of these
‘nodes’ should be networked together using appropriate software so that if one site fails, then the next one can take over
the operations instantaneously to provide an undisrupted service to your customers. The backup and recovery processes
should be defined for the worst case scenario of all network
failure where you can rollback to yesterday’s or last hour’s
image of the entire system. This becomes crucial as the cyberattackers become more sophisticated and suddenly focus their
attention on your websites. To avoid losing the backups, offsite data storage services can be used, as has been the practice
of many organizations since the mainframe days.
In order to cater to the global customers, your e-solutions
need to be available at all times, day or night. This means that
in case of any problems or disasters, you should be able to
recover your sites as soon as possible with minimal loss of
data. The recovery process will include the time taken to get
the data, may be from the off-site storage, recover the data
and reconstruct the site(s). The availability of your websites
and quick recovery from any problems will provide a longterm advantage over non-reliable e-solutions. In case of any
such issue where you will have to take down the sites, then
you ought to create a ‘lounge room’ where any visitor will be
redirected while the main sites are being repaired. To keep the
users engaged, provide a capability for communities or chat
services on this ‘lounge room’ along with messages about by
when the ‘stores’ will be open for business. Include capability
for the customers to be notified by e-mail, pager or even phone/
cell-phone when the e-stores come back online. By providing
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this temporary place within your ‘domain’, you give the visitors
and customers a perception of being available always.

Support and Escalation

Customer support and escalation procedures should be defined up-front to avoid staff confusion and customer heartburn.
The support staff should be clear on when it is time to escalate
to the next level rather than trying to ‘continue working with
the customer’. The escalation does not only happen vertically
in the organization but horizontally too, when some other department can better address the problem or customer issue.
To take the example of an insurance company, if a customer calls in with a claims issue, the call is automatically routed
to the claims department; but soon it is discovered that the
real issue is delay in the payment of the claim so the person
should immediately route the customer to the claims payment
or finance department. When handling the issue or call from
one person to another, it should include passing on the information about the customer and details of issue, so that the
customer does not have to answer the same question twice.
Similar attention needs to be paid to internal and other
customers, like business partners and affiliates (the so-called
stakeholders) who would be participating or using your e-solutions to help serve the end-customer. For these set of customers, the support and escalation processes will revolve
around the availability of the system or usage issues; which
means that expectations around response times and turnaround time on the issues will have to be defined and agreed
upon by the stakeholders.
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In-house customers will also ask for support on ad hoc
reporting and data extraction for doing analysis and these type
of activities are mostly missed by organizations. This oversight usually becomes a drag on the support team, as the needs
for ad hoc reporting tend to rise and fall with business initiatives and financial results. It is always better to estimate the
reporting requirements up-front, so that appropriate resources
are dedicated separately from the support organization, if need
be. If the support team would own these activities, then having this knowledge up-front will enable them to be prepared
for the extra workload and plan their tasks appropriately.
When defining the operational processes, the key item to
define is the expected turnaround time in case a specific type
of issue arises. This implies that you will have to identify the
‘tools of the trade’ that would help the support teams resolve
the issues within the expected timeframe. The most common
complaint by the support teams are that they are not given the
right tools or the authority to fix the issues and they get suckedup in an approval chain to get what they need to fix a problem.

SOFTWARE DEVELOPMENT PROCESS

It is often asked: Is the software development process or
methodology different from what we have been using so far?
Depending upon who you ask, you will get different answers.
To this question, I normally respond with another question:
Has the method of preparing pasta changed? We do have new
tools and labour-saving devices, but the process of making pasta
has not changed in generations. The same can be said for
software development processes, whether it is e-commerce,
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or client/server. What has changed is the time to market
pressures and an acceleration of the pace. Along with these
pressures, the processing power of computers has effectively
quadrupled every 18 months, thanks to Moore’s law, and what
we see is an attitude shift in the developer community and the
management.
While earlier, the project managers and the developers
diligently followed the software development process starting
with requirements gathering to prototyping to developing and
optimizing to testing, we now see compromises being made
along the way. The requirement gathering and analysis phases
have gone for a toss and so have code optimization and testing. Extensive and cheap hardware is being thrown at bad
code because it has become cheaper to get another server than
to hire another developer to optimize the code! Does this race
to market justify the lack of focus on quality and taking shortcuts
in the development process? Rather than making a generic
statement or being judgmental, I will leave the decision to the
executive who is creating the e-strategy. Why? Because every
situation is unique in a way and as I said earlier, if the technology or solution is in the ‘awe’ phase, people are more tolerant
to problems. If you compromise on the process, remember
the saying—‘We never have the time to do it right, but always
have the time to do it twice’—as you may hear this more often
among your staff.
If you are not in a time to market race and do not want to
compromise on the quality of your e-solutions, then you better plan to do it right. In order to keep pace and maintain
advantage over the competition, there will be a need to make
some compromises in the development processes but make
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sure that the compromises are made that have minimal impact on the overall quality of the e-solutions. In fact, some
compromises can be made to work in your favour and may
provide you with opportunities to leap-frog ahead of the curve.
Not going into the detailed discussion about software development methodologies, I’ll skim through the important steps
and then focus on the areas that should not be compromised
upon for e-solutions. I’m sure the interested reader can find
many other books detailing the software development processes and methodologies.
In any software solution, the following tasks are involved
in one way or another. Each of these tasks has to be planned
for whether they are merged or split up further for each of the
transactions:
l

Scoping and High-Level Estimation;

l

Business and Technical Analysis;

l

Business and Technical Architecture;

l

Design and Prototyping;

l

Development;

l

Testing;

l

User Documentation and Training;

l

Roll-out and Implementation.

There are multiple ways to approach the development
process but the one that is more suitable for e-business is the
parallel development model. In this model, other than the first
task of scoping and estimation, almost all of the tasks can be
started in parallel with a little delay introduced from the preceding task. Since the client/server era, analysis and design
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have been done together, and development invariably includes
prototyping. Documentation and training is still required but
the scope has changed for the e-solutions. Any type of training
for end-users has to be automated and self-paced so that users
who have problems in navigating the site or using some of its
features can take the training at their own pace. This type of
development model provides the best balance between speed
and quality. Figure 6.1 is a pictorial representation of this model
and some of the tasks have been consolidated, as they would
be in a real world-scenario.

Fig. 6.1

Adopting this development model is easier for e-solutions
because, normally, you would have an object-oriented design
and multi-tiered architecture. So, even if your navigation design has not been completed, you may already have completed
the design of the search engine and can start the development
task rather than wait for the entire design to finalize.
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The task of analysis can be split into two separate tasks—
business function analysis and architecture analysis. The architecture analysis will be focussed on the technology and tools
to be used to provide a stable and scalable platform for your
e-solutions. One way to approach this analysis is to list out all
the desired capabilities that are independent of the business
functions e.g. navigation, security, search, personalization,
portals, collaboration, EAI (Enterprise Application Integration),
etc. With this list, you will have defined the end-state of your
e-solutions and can start creating the architecture that will take
you there from here. The skill-set required for the analysis
and design are more of a product manager and visionary rather
than the traditional systems analyst. The Internet is all about
disruptive technologies and business models and that’s why a
traditional systems analyst will not be able to provide you with
a design that can bring you competitive advantage. Similarly,
the skill-set needed for creating a scalable and robust architecture for e-solutions is that of a person who is not only up-todate with the latest technologies but it slightly ahead of the
curve so that the architecture is created for the present and the
future, whatever that may bring.
If quality is important to you, then the development process should include regular design and code reviews. These peer
and manager reviews bring in an appropriate measure of crosscheck and validation that the software being developed is of
high quality. The hidden benefit of regular reviews is that the
knowledge is not locked up in a single head and creates backups in case one of the team members falls sick or chooses to
leave the team at a crucial time.
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Testing, Testing, Testing…

Another critical task in creating high quality e-solutions is testing. It is important that the testing be done both for functional
independence and integration. The functional independence
testing will ensure that if one portion of the e-solution goes
down, then it does not bring down with it the rest of the
e-business solutions. On the other hand, integration testing
will ensure that the data in seamlessly passed between various
functions and the customer gets a consistent user experience
across the entire website and e-solutions.
In the area of testing, there seem to be strong synergies
between products and supported processes. As much as you
would like to have product-independent testing processes,
you’ll get the most mileage out of those processes that are tied
to tools and recommended by the product vendors. This does
not mean that you cannot define your own, product independent, testing processes; just that there will be a trade-off in the
time and effort. When defining your testing processes, you
need to include other supporting processes and activities as
part of this process, like defect tracking, prioritization and
change control.
The key components of testing process are:
l
l
l
l
l

Stress, volume and load-testing;
Performance testing over various types of connections;
Regression and integration testing;
Defect and issue tracking;
Prioritization and change control.

Apart from the testing done by the help of tools, I encourage the company developing b2c solutions to do the AYM
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(or Ask Your Mom) test. The best input and feedback you can
get about your website or e-commerce solutions is to bring in
a novice user and ask him or her to use your website to conduct a transaction or get some information. For the b2c solutions, your target audience is someone similar to your own
family members so why not use them as testers as they will
provide you with very valuable and ‘honest’ feedback! Also,
the testing will be done in the typical user environment with a
dial-up connection and using an off-the-shelf PC.
In each of these areas of testing, it’s likely that your company will have one or more tools already in place. If you do
not have standard tools and processes in place, now is the
time to create them. The best place to start would be to find
out from the product vendors, whom you plan to use for development, the tools they support or integrate with. The other
option would be to use systems integrators, as they would have
amassed wide varieties of experiences in testing efforts. Not
only would they assist in tactical testing activities, but may (or
rather will) offer skills in project management and enterprise
testing initiatives. Many SIs also have formed partnerships with
testing tool vendors—in which case, you can get a mix of testing the know-how coupled with product-specific implementation skills.
Change Control

What level of change control is required in case of e-solutions?
How to determine how much is ‘enough’? Does every change
require a change control process or can some be exempted
from the process? Unfortunately, there is no single solution or
answer that would be good for all and the best answer is always
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a function of experience, and cost vs. exposure. Change control
should be viewed as an insurance policy for production operating environments, especially in the e-business arena where
the exposure can become a source of corporate embarrassment.
How can you determine the balance between cost and
exposure? The answer comes in the form of a set of questions
that you can ask the teams that plan to implement and manage the change control processes. Do you have any previous,
similar process? If yes, what has been your experience? What
is the potential exposure of a specific type of change? Does
the process include conducting an impact analysis of the
change? For example, changing the text or spelling errors on a
production website is reasonably low-risk, unless changing the
text involves a business logic code change. On the other hand,
changing the business logic for online order entry form is very
high-risk, especially if you plan to do it during the peak buying season! Is there a fallback plan or backup copy that can be
used to restore the full functionality if your change brings down
the site?
Depending upon your team size, structure and the scope
of your e-solutions, it would make sense to have separate
change control processes and policies for different types of
changes. For, simple text and cosmetic changes have a simple
process of verifying that the change requested is indeed a simple text change and approve the change. For complex changes
like business logic or data-model changes, ask the team to conduct an impact analysis and estimating the effort before approving the change. These complex changes will also impact
and involve some testing based on the logic being touched, so
that time should be estimated and included in the process.
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Cut-backs and Compromises

Where do all these processes leave us in terms of the time to
market? The nature of e-solutions is such that there will be a lot
of cross-dependencies and integration within various systems,
which may lead to additional overhead! This is where the right
system architecture comes into play. The e-solutions should
use the multi-tier architecture with appropriate object isolation
and functional independence (too many buzzwords in a single
sentence!). Each of these functional objects should be further
divided into manageable pieces so that a change in one method
of the object should not cause you to regression test the entire
system, unless the object impacts the entire system.
Having this type of architecture will result in faster time
to market by reducing the total development time. Especially
in the b2c e-space, move forward as soon as you have a ‘good
enough’ design because whatever you come up with it, it will
have to be changed as soon as you enable it on the web. The
customer feedback and input will help you design and deliver
a better 2nd revision of your solution. As suggested earlier,
separate the change control process for cosmetic and minor
changes to logic changes as that will help reduce the testing
time. Including a human factor engineer (HFE) resource at
the time of user interface design, can reduce the number of
defects in the first place and reduce the rework cycle and effort.
Another place where you can reduce the time is by cutting down on code documentation requirements. In my career, I have rarely seen any documentation being read or being kept up-to-date to be useful enough for knowledge transfer. While almost 20 per cent of the developer’s effort may go
into developing extensive documentation about the code, it
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becomes obsolete the moment a change is requested and made.
Instead of creating a separate set of documentation about the
code, you should encourage in-code documentation because
it would be more convenient for the developer to change the
couple of lines of explanation about the code while she or he is
changing the code. This will not only help keep the documentation current but will also reduce the time for documentation.
Adopting this style of documentation will also help you catch
the lack of it during code reviews and the added benefit will
be that peers can review the documentation along with the
code.
This brings us to the question: Is there something that is
non-negotiable where absolutely no compromises should be
made? The answer is a resounding yes ! System architecture,
code reviews and testing are the three areas where no compromises should be made or accepted. The quality and flexibility of your architecture will define the life and agility of
your e-solutions, make sure that it is designed with the endstate in mind. Reviews will help you control the quality of
code and will also help in knowledge transfer. And testing will
ensure that your customers will get a good user experience
when they come to your websites. Beyond these three items,
you are free to decide what steps to cut down to get a faster
time to market.

Sustaining, Evolution and Innovation

When you define and create development processes and team,
it’s not just for creating the first release of your e-solutions but
also for sustaining and evolving them. Apart from these processes, you will also need to create a process for new innovations
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to consistently keep you ahead of the curve and continue to
give you the competitive edge. As your e-solutions are matured
and come into the second or third phase of losing their veneration, it becomes all the more necessary to introduce new
features and capabilities to bring them back into the ‘awe’ phase
to keep the customers’ interest. As I have mentioned earlier,
it’s not just the technical features or capabilities, but may even
be as simple as adding a human touch. One of the most popular
sites, having the best statistics of customer retention, is eBay,
which helps create very strong communities which keeps
pulling people back into using the site. This strategic advantage
has become the focal point of introducing new features and
capabilities to the site.
In the previous chapter, I introduced the concept of creating separate teams for sustaining, evolution and innovation.
While the idea looks good on paper, many organizations feel
paralyzed by the sheer intent, focus and effort needed to make
this process work. Companies, e.g. GE, which have internalized and adopted the process, have consistently had strategic
advantage over its competitors. How do we apply this idea in
case of e-business? Here, it’s not just the business models that
are being uprooted or disrupted, but even the technology that
helps you change these models, is in constant flux itself! Most
of the time, just when you think that you have matured your
e-solution which is now stable and provides a complete set of
functionality to the targetted customers, you will come faceto-face with the reality that your solutions are now obsolete.
In a true sense, the journey has become the destination and the end is
nowhere to be seen!
In order to manage this dynamic and changing environment, you need to define the life of the e-solutions, tools and
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technologies up-front. In the client/server era, the average life
of any software was planned to be 5–7 years, but with the
faster pace of change in technology and business models, 2–3
years has now become the norm. Sometimes, the cost of sustaining will force you to take an earlier decision about ending
the life of current solution and bringing in something new.
This means that you should calculate the total cost of ownership and keep an eye on it because it does not make any logical sense to keep throwing good money after bad while you
can get a new solution with that money.
The following simple formula can help you define the
limits of your sustaining cost—
Expected sustaining cost = Total development cost/
Expected life of solution
The total development cost should include the recurring
costs and may exclude one-time capital investments, like hardware or building etc.
When calculating the actual cost of sustaining, include
not just the developers’ cost but also other hidden costs that
you have to incur because of the solution. For example, if your
website is very cumbersome to use and you decide to do a
training or marketing campaign by sending out flyers or help
to the customers, that cost should be included in your actual
sustainance cost. Every quarter, the executive team should
compare the expected cost of sustaining derived from the
formula above with the actual sustaining cost gathered from
the expense sheets and make a decision if the solution needs
to be retired earlier. For example, if you had expected the
solution to live for three years and realized after two quarters
that the actual cost of sustaining is more than 33 per cent of
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the development cost; then you need to keep a close watch on
this trend and if it continues, then you will actually save money
by retiring the solution earlier than planned.
The phasing-out of an old solution and bringing in the
new, needs to be planned as it cannot be done overnight. In
fact, this transition should be worked out into a streamlined
process, which would involve testing and validating the new
concept with tools and technology, rotation of people and transfer of data from the old system to the new. This process will
help you evolve your solutions over time with new technologies and better features, with minimal impact on the customers. No new tool, technology or concept should be introduced
to the customers without testing it out first with a focus group
or selected pilot users. The evolutionary capabilities should
focus on the near-long-term, 6–18 months, the needs of the
e-solutions and look at technologies that can help the overall
capabilities of the solution set.
The process that I have personally followed and seen to
be a success is doing proof-of-concept (POC) for each new
‘concept’ before it is launched to the customers. For example,
if you intend to bring in personalization as new capabilities to
your solution set and plan to use a specific tool to develop this
capability, then do a POC project with a select few users by
developing a set of representative functions with this tool. This
POC project should be managed and handled just like any
other project with its success metrics and go/no-go decision
meeting at the end. Be prepared for failure and, in fact, it should
be viewed as a success in real terms because it stopped you
from making an expensive mistake. Another point to be noted
is that whatever you develop as POC should be thrown away
rather than using that as the production prototype.
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As they say, timing is everything. When planning POC
projects, you need to plan the timing so that you can introduce the successful concepts and technologies into your product systems on a timely and regular basis. For example, if you
have quarterly releases of your e-solution enhancements and
fixes, then plan one POC every quarter so that within two
quarters, you will be able to inject the new solutions as part of
your existing ones, thus raising the quality of overall offerings.
The combination of the evolution and sustaining team,
with each focussed on the short-term (periodic releases) and
near long-term (new capabilities), respectively, can give you a
repeatable and manageable process to maintain a strategic
advantage over your competitors. Needless to say, as your
competitors will also be reading this book, they may adopt
and implement the same process or even improve upon it!
Similar to the evolutionary process, which is focussed on
near long-term gains, you need to focus and plan for the longterm strategic leadership. What good is any strategy that only
focuses on sustaining the business? As I explained in the previous chapter, you will need to create a team that is only
focussed on new innovations in technologies and business
models. This team should be managed similar to the research
and development teams in manufacturing, which means that
they should be viewed as an investment for the future.

WHAT ABOUT OFFICE POLITICS?

No business process discussion will be complete without
touching the subject of office politics. With the growth of any

e-Processes

173

organization, the number of people vying for the same position
increases i.e. the aspirants per position increase manyfold, thus
giving rise to this politics. Whenever a new business or
technology trend starts, many people would want to use that
to climb up the corporate ladder and the same is true in case
of e-business initiatives and trends. The power struggles start
with who would own and lead the e-initiatives and everyone
tries to outdo each other in the use of buzz words to position
himself or herself as an expert in the field. The early warning
signs to be considered are arguments over the use of terminology, citing technical journals and seminar speakers to back
one’s arguments, among others.
There is nothing new about political infighting being detrimental to the business as a whole, with projects being held
up, delayed or taken in inappropriate directions because of
office politics. Unfortunately, whoever wins in office politics,
the organization always loses, especially in the e-business space
as the e-projects are subject to the law of Internet time. Any
delay caused in rolling out e-solutions can have a very large
impact on the organization’s market position and leadership.
It is ironic to see that the battle-lines get drawn around seemingly trivial issues e.g. who owns what data, who has the right
to permit access to what type of information, along with more
fundamental issues such as objectives of the e-commerce initiative, organizational structure, channel conflict and new business models, etc.
When creating your e-strategy, devote some thinking and
planning to avoid or reduce office politics by keeping executive-level focus on all e-initiatives. Usually, organizations tend
to ignore or be naïve about office politics that rears its ugly
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head when you can least afford to pay attention to it. Being
pro-active about this reality and acknowledging it up-front will
position you better than other organizations who follow the
beaten path.
I should not have started the practice that I was not sure I
would be able to keep! Writing a summary is getting harder
with every chapter and I seem to run out of words without risking repetition. So with this chapter, I’ll keep the
summaries ‘summarized’ and encourage the reader to go
through the chapter to get most value for your money.

Summary
With e-business solutions, there will come many opportunities to re-engineer your business and operational processes.
Normally, software tends to automate existing business processes so when creating e-solutions, take the opportunity to create the following process:
Gather a small team and ask them the question—if we were
not already doing it and were getting into this business now,
how should we do it? Ask the team to free their minds from
the existing process and come up with an answer that is based
on tools and technologies that exists today and customer
awareness.
This simple exercise will help you define your e-solutions that are free from legacy and are focussed on building
and supporting the future organization.
The same goes for the tools and technology selection
process. The innovation team should be responsible for coming
up with disruptive technologies or business models, which
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should be introduced at a well-calculated inflection point. These
inflection points will arrive when your e-solutions or the
technology you use reaches the third phase of ‘assimilation
and innovation’. For a more detailed description of what an
inflection point is and how to prepare your organization for it,
read the book ‘Only The Paranoid Survive ’ by Dr Andy Grove.

According to Grove, a strategic inflection point is when
the balance of forces shifts from the old structure, from
the old ways of doing business and the old ways of competing, to the new. A Strategic Inflection Point can be set
off by almost anything: Mega-competition, a change in
regulations, or a seemingly modest change in technology. When a Strategic Inflection Point hits, the ordinary
rules of business go out the window. Yet, managed right,
a Strategic Inflection Point can be an opportunity to win
in the marketplace and emerge stronger than ever.
nn

In order to counter office politics stifling the pace of creating innovative solutions, include its presence in your planning. The more you plan based on the reality of the situation,
the better off you would be in creating a strategy that would
counter any shortcomings in the teams, business practices and
skill set.

Chapter

7

e-Customer

Update May 2018:
The concepts discussed in this chapter are still valid, although the examples used are
now dated. The role of the e-business group, within the larger enterprise, continues to
evolve and morph.
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Anything free is worth what
you pay for it.
n

Robert A. Heinlein

T

he next time you meet your manager, ask him the
question “What will it take you to fire me?” Depending upon the time you have worked with the manager and the kind of rapport you have built with him and your
peers, the answer may be anywhere between—a minor mistake and a major blunder; and even then the manager may
hesitate! What does this have to do with e-customers? Well,
almost everything, because the same logic applies to your relationship with your customer. If you have taken the time to
build a good customer relationship and provide a good customer experience in every transaction, then the tolerance factor for your mistakes will be higher than otherwise. With the
advent of e-commerce, in fact e-everything, has the customer
profile and habits changed? If yes, how can we use this change
for our benefit?
One of the ways to segment customers is by understanding that, in life, we use only two currencies—time and money.
You will find people who wouldn’t mind spending money to
save time and on the other hand, you would see people spending a lot of time to save pennies. Between these two extremes,
there is a whole spectrum of people with varying degrees of
time and money balance. In one case, you would see a customer walk into a shop and ask for a specific product by brand
or model, pay the money and get out. In the other case, a
person may come in ask for the price of a specific product, a
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detailed feature list and compare the product with ten similar
products and still walk out of the shop without buying because
you asked a dollar more than she or he is willing to pay! Needless to say, the first segment will give you the maximum revenue and profit per sale and the second segment will have to
be dealt with in volume.

FUNDAMENTAL CHANGES

Before the Internet, the customers were at the mercy of the
middlemen or resellers to get the product information. So, if
the reseller had a special agreement with one manufacturer,
she or he would push the products from that manufacturer to
its customers. In essence, the control resided with the middleman and it would be almost impossible for the customer to
compare other product offerings without driving from one retailer or reseller to another, or calling them on the phone and
then taking notes and doing a comparison. It would not have
been practical for any person to take all this effort with little or
no promise in any tangible savings.
With the Internet, however, the power has shifted to the
customers. Now, they can go online, visit sites like mySimon,
PriceWatch, and countless others to not only compare the
various products feature by feature but also get details about
who is offering the cheapest price on that product. While the
manufacturers and retailers are engaged in a power struggle
over who owns the relationship with the customer as they go
online, they failed to notice that the power struggle they’re
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engaged in is an irrelevant one, because the customers are in
control now.
Why the power struggle? If the manufacturers sell their
products directly via the Internet, they would do so by alienating their retailers and dealers. So, in retaliation, powerful
retailers and dealers have been making it clear that if the
manufacturer goes directly on the web, they’ll stop selling its
products in their stores. Whatever the outcome, the companies
that fail to recognize the fact about a shift in the power, are
going to bite the dust. Another interesting fact that emerges is
that no matter how the customers make a purchase, in the end
it’s the manufacturer that rakes in the money. e-retailers have
become another sales channel for the manufacturers.
But, the question arises, what does the e-customer want?
Should the retailers or manufacturers cut prices to the bone to
lure customers? Have the customers become price sensitive
and is no one bothered about value or brands anymore? Can
a website (e-retailer) build a brand that would be valued by
the customers the same as brick-and-mortar brands?
As was true with old commerce, the same is true with the
new—the factors the customer values are high quality, exquisite customer service, convenience, good value, reliability and
product availability. Which of these factors is most important
to which customer, will depend upon the respective customer
and the context of purchase. It would be a mistake to assume
that price or value is always the main determining factor in
most customers’ buying decisions. In today’s time-starved and
fast-paced world, convenience, reliability and product availability are often the top-most criteria.
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Brands and Loyalty

What does this do to the e-strategy of a company? Do you
target the first segment—people with money but no time—or
the second (the opposite case), or somewhere in between?
Brands and brand loyalty play an influential role for the first
segment, while price plays the most influential role in the second segment. e-brands like Amazon.com and Yahoo! claim very
high brand equity, but do they demand the same kind of loyalty as brick-and-mortar brands like Saks 5th Avenue, Macy’s,
Barnes and Nobel, Nordstrom etc.? If you get an e-mail from
Amazon.com with some sale coupons attached, will you rush to
the site to shop the same way as you would if you get sale
coupon from Nordstrom?
The customer may attach brand loyalty to a manufacturer, a supplier, a retailer, or to an information provider that
would make his or her life easier. Along with all of these, the
customer may also be loyal to a niché supplier that understands his or her needs. For a manufacturer this implies that
having your products in a few exclusive outlets is not going to
be the right model for e-business. Providing your product information on thousands of targetted locations (websites, brickand-mortar sites or any other) should be part of the e-strategy,
with information on where you can buy these products.
Although no statistics are available, it would be interesting to see that if consumers have a choice of paying less money
for the same product on a different website than where they
shop normally, will they switch? It is estimated that more
than 90 per cent of the e-shoppers abandon their shopping
carts, and the reasons are speculated to be a fear of entering a
credit-card number or sticker shock, once the shipping and
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handling fees are added, among others. What about the reason that the e-shopper found a better deal on another e-store
on the same product and chose to abandon the shopping cart
of the first e-store?
In one of my articles (‘GeT on the Web: Gaps and Emerging
Trends on the Web’, Dataquest, May 15, 2000 ). I talk about
software agents that will work on the user’s behalf on the web.
So, once these ‘agents’ become a reality, would it matter which
site has higher brand equity? The customers will only refer to
the product by the manufacturer’s brand and not by the seller’s
brand. This changes the role of the middlemen to more of
being infomediaries rather than resellers or retailers. Even the
manufacturer’s websites will have to become information providers on their products and, in case you want to target the price
conscious segment, also competitive analysis and information.
Key Points of My Article
Inspite of all the hype, the Internet is still in its infancy
state. In a short period of time, the Internet has gone
through tremendous change in itself and has impacted
the industry as a tsunami would a seashore village.
In this article, I touch upon some key gaps and
trends: The promise of a thin client; The merging of old
and new commerce; portals; global currency/e-currency.
I will only describe the topic that is related to this chapter.
The promise of a browser was that it would serve as
a universal client and at that time, was touted as a ‘thin
client’. Over time, we have not only seen severe restrictions in terms of providing good customer experience
(Contd.)
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through a browser, but have also seen its size grow from
1MB to more than 27MB! Many companies have already ‘stepped outside’ the browser by giving us small,
client-based applications that provide the best of both
worlds—excellent user experience (by using the power
of desktop) and excellent content and capabilities (by
utilizing the distributed environment of the Internet), e.g.
RealAudio player, Instant Messaging and Internet Conferencing applications, among others.
Dedicated ‘software agents’ can be developed and
provided to us for free downloading that we can configure
to work on our behalf, rather than us jumping from one
website to another in search of a good deal or information. This kind of software agent will use the power of
web technology for data collection and transactions and
use the power of the PC for delivering excellent user interface. Now consider this: I have a ‘shopping agent’ that
resides on my PC. All I do is to start up this application
and set up my decision factors, as I would if I had to do
all these tasks by myself. So, I could define rules like—
‘Buy books and CDs from the site that is cheaper’ and
‘Buy clothes from xyz unless abc is selling the same thing
cheaper’, etc. The ‘agent’ will work on its own without
any intervention from me and I can go off and do something better with my time. The power of the web will be
realized when the software starts working for me, rather
than me working for the software.
nn

Adding Fuel to the Fire

Another business model that has become popular on the web
has, in fact, turned the tables around between the customers
and manufacturers or suppliers. The e-marketplace model of
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‘reverse auctions’ (priceline.com) and ‘group buying’
(mercata.com) puts the customers in-charge and makes the
suppliers or manufacturers compete for the customers. While
companies like priceline.com target the penny-pinchers where
customers trade convenience, brand loyalty and time for the
lowest price on products; companies like mercata.com target
value customers who are brand conscious, but do not mind
trading some of their time to get a lower price on the product
of choice.
Even though both these models seem to be clearly
customer-focussed, manufacturers and suppliers still have more
control than they claim. When priceline.com wanted to add
petrol to the list of products, none of the suppliers wanted to
participate and it took some deal cutting to get them signed on.
This means that for this model to work, the manufacturers and
suppliers need to be ready to discount prices based on volumes.
The other fact that many analysts have tried to bring to light is
that the touted savings may not be real and in some cases, the
consumers may be paying more for the product than they would
if they just went to a local store that has a sale on that item. I
have also heard of cases where someone paid more in one of
these reverse auctions than she or he would have paid if buying
from a local store selling the same product at a regular price!
Unfortunately, technology feeds on hype. Many people
will tend to use a new business model or technology, while it
is in the ‘awe’ phase, irrespective of the actual gain from it.
Marketing folks who want to test and improve upon their products or business models to serve the rest of the community,
always chase these ‘early adopters’. Both these business models are still in the ‘awe’ phase and the reality will emerge after
consumers can gauge the real savings from participating in
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them. On the other hand, this model provides a better way for
the manufacturers and suppliers to get rid of their excess inventory. To do so, the company can create a marketplace and
invite its customers to the ‘online sale’ and encourage them to
bring friends and family with the incentive that the more people participate, the more company will discount the prices.
Segmenting the Market

Technology is a great leveller. While earlier, every boss had a secretary who would take meeting notes, type and mail letters,
set up meetings etc. for him or her, now, with a PC at every
desk, the boss types his/her own e-mails, sets up meetings using programs like ‘Outlook’ and even types one’s own letters
using ‘Word’ or similar programs. It’s not yet clear if the Internet
has done the same levelling for e-customers. There are many
different methods of market segmentation and the market research industry can slice and dice the data anyway you want
it. In terms of e-commerce, I would broadly distribute the customers into three segments—early adopters, convenience seekers and price-sensitive. Early adopters will seldom look at the
price of the entry and will almost always try to get the boasting rights for being the first to try a product or service. Convenience seekers are the ones that have more money than time
and would not hesitate to spend extra money for the added
convenience. This segment of customers will be brand conscious and will be easier to retain if the service meets their
expectations. The price sensitive segment has the least amount
of loyalty to a brand and will jump ship for pennies. This segment of customers will not hesitate to spend time in order to
save money. Usually, in the offline world, you will find these
customers going from shop to shop in order to find the lowest
possible price.
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When I mentioned that it’s not clear if the Internet has
impacted the customer segmentation or not, it is because now
it becomes very easy, even for the convenience seekers, to do
comparison shopping and buy from the lowest bidder. If you
can get the brand you want from one site cheaper than the
other, would it matter if you bought it from one e-store or
another? The early adopters may select a site based on availability or the fastest delivery time, but even here, the field is
levelled, as majority of the e-stores provide similar shipping
policies and partners like UPS and FedEx.
For your e-commerce operations, you will need to first
do market segmentation based on your products and then
based on the target customers you want to reach within each
product or service line. Once the matrix has been created,
then the e-solutions’ design and processes should be defined;
then you need to monitor how many of your existing customers have switched to buying online and how many new customers have been acquired. The e-strategy should define what
would you like to do next, once you have acquired new customers. It is essential that a follow-on strategy be defined early
on in order to retain these new customers and also provide
added value to existing customers, who have either fully
switched to your e-commerce site or shop with you, both offline
and online.
Owning the Customer Experience

In many parts of the world, where shopping malls and super
departmental stores are a common site, it is quite common to
see dedicated sections for various brands. The most common
and visible ones are the cosmetic and perfumes sections for
women. Sometimes they cover the entire floor of a store! It is
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also well known fact that the store merely rent the spaces to
various cosmetic suppliers like Revlon, Estee Lauder, etc. and
these sections are staffed and managed by the personnel from
these manufacturers rather than a retailer like Macy’s. This
gives control and opportunity to the manufacturers to manage
the entire user experience by their trained staff who will help
you select the colour or show you how to use a specific product.
The entire focus is on providing an excellent customer
experience and the sale of the product becomes a by-product
of the service. It’s this experience that would bring the customer
back into the store and, presumably, to the same manufacturer!
How do you provide this type of experience on the web?
The Internet promotes more of a self-service model where
you click and buy. Browsing requires a lot of attention and
detailed reading on the screen or by printing out the information and then reading it. For knowledge seekers and comparative analysts, the web provides endless value; but every customer may not want to do the analysis themselves. This brings
in the value-add of getting product information to the customer
through infomediaries like ZDNet, Cnet or the retailer’s site
that sells your products.
For controlling and owning the complete customer
experience, you will need to look at the end-to-end process,
starting from—how do the customers get information about your
products and from where? How will they or can they compare
your products with those of your competitors? What is the
purchase process? How will the customers get after-sales
support? Will the entire process be pleasant enough to make
them a repeat customer? In the physical world, you can manage
the customer experience by hiring smart people and providing
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appropriate training to deal with the customer who walks in the
door. A sales person can adjust, in real time, to the demands of
the customer. Even the quality of service is adjusted to by the
appearance of the customer and various other cues. You will
know if the customer is in a hurry and is planning to buy
something vs. a customer who is just browsing. Similarly, more
attention will be paid to the customer who shops once in three
months but buys goods worth thousands vs. a frequent shopper
who haggles on price and buys just one item at a time.
Software has not yet become as sophisticated and therefore, when you develop your e-solutions, you need to focus on
the needs of the customer (actually a user, in software terminology) for each interactive session. The same customer’s goal
for every session can be different from earlier sessions, so the
software or the people behind the software need to know that
information to serve appropriately. Is the customer in a hurry?
If yes, then no need to push all the information pages for each
product in the face of the customer. Let the customer select
the exact product, pay and get going. In another session, the
customer may be browsing and will only have a vague idea
about what she or he is looking for, and in this case, you need
to push a mix of information and related products to help the
user make up his or her mind. This type of capability will
need a combination of people and automation—and not just
one of them. Think of innovative methods of meeting the customer’s goal for each interaction with your organization.
If manufacturers want to own the customer’s branded
experience with their products, they need to take responsibility for disseminating all of the product-related information the
customer needs to buy and enjoy their products. It is clearly in
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the best interests of the product manufacturer/supplier to manage the detailed content about its own products. The way to
do this is to design this information for the end-customer as if
you were selling directly. Then make this information available to all the channel partners through which you wish to
distribute your products. Here are a couple of examples that
have become known as BKMs (best-known methods) in the
industry and you may come across one or more articles written about them.
Some Examples of Owning the
Customer Experience
Victoria’s Secret, one of the most well-known brands
in women’s lingerie, went online in late 1998
(http://www.victoriassecret.com). Compared
to other major retailers, they were late to the party. Asked
the reason, the company executives said in an interview
that they wanted to wait till the Internet, from the bandwidth perspective, was ready to handle the type of web
experience they wanted to provide to their customers.
This dedication and focus on maintaining the quality of
customer experience shows in the site layout, design and
the entire user interaction. The company uses the Internet
to advance their brand by web-casting their lingerie fashion shows. To make sure that users coming to the website
to watch the show are not treated by the ‘server busy’
error, the company uses appropriate technology for retaining the customers who come in late, that is when the
servers reach the capacity. The ‘late-comers’ are automatically diverted to a ‘waiting lounge site’ where they are
treated with a lot of information on products and the fashion show while they wait to watch it. This smart use of
(Contd.)
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technologies does not frustrate or turn-away the users
while also managing the systems to the capacity they can
handle.
Another example of owning the customer experience is of another apparel retailer called Land’s End
(http://www.landsend.com). Even though Land’s End
started their website by replicating their catalogue, they
have created nifty features that provide excellent customer
experience when you visit the website. You can create an
interactive 3D ‘personal model’ that will help you build
your wardrobe based on your shape and lifestyle. Another feature uses VoIP and text chat to provide online
contact with support staff while you are browsing and
shopping on the website. Then there’s another feature
that let’s you invite a family member or a friend to ‘shop
together’. When purchasing a carry-on luggage item, the
site will provide you details on almost all airlines’ rule on
carry-on luggage!
Webvan’s (http://www.webvan.com) business
model focusses on controlling the customer touch down
to the last mile by allowing the customer to define a 30minute window when they would like to receive their
purchases at the specified location. In some of their TV
advertisements, they even show a couple waiting for the
delivery truck on a hiking trail, which arrives within the
promised time slot!
nn

It is very evident that in order to maintain your brand
and retain customers, you will need to focus on the entire customer experience. e-solutions that touch the customer will need
to be flexible and should be able to adapt to the customer’s
changing needs. When the customer comes to your website in
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a hurry, she or he should be able to search, select and buy
products within 15 minutes or less. For customers who know
exactly what they want, there should be a quick way to get
those items in their shopping cart rather than making them
browse through the site. Similarly, if some customer’s primary
interest is to get detailed information on your products, your
site should provide easy-to-decipher comparison charts or a
guide on choosing the right product for the customer’s needs.
In a nutshell, your website and other customer-facing e-solutions should be able to change the interface based on the context of the customer in that session.

Customer Relationship Management

e-business is redefining the way you manage customer relationships and places new demands for customer support
throughout the sales cycle and thereafter. This task has been
made more complex by individualization of the customer,
which means that you cannot afford to ignore even an individual customer, because word-of-mouth spreads faster than
fire on the Internet. User groups, communities, web chat and
e-mail have given each individual enough power to drain away
your revenues or create a PR nightmare faster than you can
say sorry! All this and more have put unusual demands on
the CRM/eCRM solutions in the market. A successful e-strategy requires that you re-evaluate your current customer service models and integrate e-business support as an integral part
of your organizational processes. Personalized support and
sophisticated customer interaction will help you convert more
‘browsers’ into buyers, resulting in higher revenues per customer.
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In late 1994, a scientist discovered a flaw in Intel’s Pentium
processor. The flaw effected a specific calculation in
heavy-duty statistical work and could have never impacted a typical home user who uses the PC to play games,
write documents, use the e-mail, browse the web etc. Even
though Internet was then in its infancy, the uproar against
Intel’s response to the flaw grew so bad so fast that before the company could even realize it, it had a major PR
issue at hand.
Approximately 40 days later and at a cost of about
$500 million, Intel finally tookhold of the situation and
turned it around by replacing the chip if a customer were
to request it. If you happened to be plugged in during
those days, the web was abuzz with this issue and any
user group or technical website you visited would have
‘details’ on the flaw and even mathematical formulae to
re-create the flaw!
In late October of 1999, Real Networks came into
the limelight because it had been secretly collecting data
on consumers through the use of its software. In less than
24 hours, after the news hit the web, the company had a
major PR issue at hand. In less than one week, the company responded with a corrective action plan along with
a revised privacy policy and a software patch to ‘fix’ the
existing version of their software!
nn

This does not mean that you need to throw existing CRM
practices and solutions and bring in something totally new; on
the contrary, you should plan to leverage existing practices
and extend the existing practices to deal with the e-business.
This may include enabling capabilities for collaborative and
interactive transaction processing, live support and integration
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of the e-solutions with more traditional forms of customer
contact management that will increase customer satisfaction
and provide a very positive shopping experience. Internal
systems will also need to be integrated with your eCRM
solutions to provide consistent customer information across
the organization, so that multiple customer touch points can
be linked to the same database to offer individualized support.
Over time, those organizations that deliver superior e-business
customer support and better online experiences for web novices
as well as seasoned shoppers will gain advantage over the
competition and will establish themselves as leaders in
e-commerce.
The first phase of e-commerce has been targetted towards
convenience-seeking customers who have more money than time,
and early adopters who will use the technology for technology’s
sake. This model works well if the customers know exactly
what they want, but it breaks down the moment someone has
a simple question about the product. Till the writing of this
book, the technologies that can help provide superior support
by using voice, video or chat, were not yet mature enough to be
used in a business environment. Many companies are still using
some of these technologies but a wider acceptance will happen
as the products, bandwidth and supporting technologies like
compression, become mature enough to handle the amount of
data and traffic expected in an e-commerce environment.
Primarily, you will have to think about providing support
to your customers on two subjects—problems with your
website usage and questions or problems with your products.
Appropriate use of technology and people solution will have
to be defined in order to support e-business initiatives by
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understanding and tracking and monitoring the online behaviour of your customers. Normally, people spend a lot of time
describing the problem. If your customer support team or representative has a visibility into where the customer was at the
time of reporting the problem or what task was abandoned,
she or he will be more efficient in resolving the issue as the
customer will not have to spend any time explaining the problem. This type of service will not only enhance a customer’s
experience on your websites, but also provide the organization with an opportunity of reducing costs.
Customer service options range from real-time customer
interactions to self-service options:
l

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQ): This is a selfservice option that relies on information stored in
database to assist customer transactions and provide
answers to typical questions that are asked by the
customers. This database is continually built over time
and new questions and answers are being added, based
on knowledge gathered from earlier customer
interactions.

l

Call Us Buttons: Call-us buttons, like Click2Talk by
net2phone and Surf&Call by VocalTec, appear on your
website pages, allowing the customer to call a customer
support representative on a regular phone via the web.
PCs that are equipped with speakers and a microphone
may take advantage of voice-activated websites that
send voice over the Internet using VoIP technology.
Another variation to the same option is ‘call-me’ buttons, where the customer can request your customer
representative to call him or her, though this may force
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the customer to go offline if she or he has a single
phone line.
l

Text Chat: Text chat over the net allows a client to
send a question and receive a real-time written response. This allows almost instantaneous communication with more than one customer at a time or in a
group. Depending upon how it is implemented, it may
appear to be slow to some users.

l

Collaboration/Co-browsing: The web collaboration
technology allows a customer support representative
and the customer to share the same screen so that the
representative can see exactly what the customer is
doing. This type of interaction will help the support
representative resolve a problem if the customer is
stuck at a certain place on the website. On the other
hand, co-browsing offers the capability where more
than one person can browse a site together, with one
of the users doing the ‘driving’ while the other has
secondary control. This type of interaction will provide your support representative the capability to
handhold a customer that seems to be ‘lost’ on the
website.

l

e-Mail Management: e-mail systems should be fully
automated using artificial intelligence (AI) or other new
technologies that help you deliver an instant automatic
reply based on key words or FAQs. e-mail systems
can automatically route e-mails to a call center, where
a customer support representative can review the suggested computer-generated response or can prepare
a new response before it is sent to the customer.
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Call Centers: Plain old call centers should be enhanced to support calls from online customers as well
as catalog shoppers. While earlier, the call centers had
to be confined to a geographic area or country to provide the best support, with the Internet, the call centers
can be spread across multiple countries to provide the
same or a better quality of support and reduce the
cost of providing the support.

When implementing an e-commerce solution, you must
plan to support all channels of customer interaction, and this
information must be available throughout the organization.
This is needed to grow the customer base, and more importantly, to retain customers. Services like checking the status of
an order, changing an order or tracking its shipping can easily
be provided via your website. This will not only reduce calls
to your customer service department, but will also provide a
sense of control to the customers.
Reaching the e-customer

The Internet has not only provided the most powerful strategic
inflection point to the businesses till date, but has also brought
in a slew of disruptive technologies and business models. Not
to be left behind, the early proponents of Internet marketing
promised the world to online businesses and consumers. New
terminology was introduced to further convince and confuse
the businesses—“one-to-one” relationships, stickiness, eyeball
count, pop-up ads and banner ads of every stripe and colour;
e-mails crammed with ads themselves, and so on. To counter
the onslaught of these ads, the service providers started filtering
out the e-mail spams and educated the customers on how to
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restrict unwanted e-mails. Once the industry started capturing
and reporting on the hit rate on the banner ads, a lot of these
claims lost ground because, it seems, the customers learnt to
ignore the ads flashing on their screens!
Even though the thrill of e-marketing seems to have gone,
the value lives on and many of the existing and new methods
can be used to reach your e-customers. Some of them are:
l

E-mail and user Group Lists: Use of the e-mail
discussion list or user groups is becoming more
prevalent, as this provides a very focussed and relevant
audience. The industry is also becoming smarter on
when and how often to use this medium. The advancements in e-mail software to support various MIME
types would allow you to send very media-rich messages that can direct the user to your website. You can
even format the e-mail in such a fashion that the user
can place an order for the advertised product by just
replying to the e-mail! The biggest benefit of using email and user group lists for marketing messages is
that the incremental cost of reaching 10 or 10,000
customers is zero.

l

Radio/TV: Good old radio and TV have become a
very powerful marketing medium and the irony is that
the airtime is being hogged-up by those very dot-coms
that were pushing the industry towards online marketing! With so many e-companies being created every
day, this space is becoming excessively crowded and
the cost is also going up. Use of this medium should,
therefore, be used appropriately to help create your
brand.
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l

Viral Marketing: Steve Jurvetson, of the investment
firm Draper Fisher Jurvetson, coined this term. The
idea is to get your customers to pass your marketing
messages along to friends and associates. Hotmail was
one of the pioneers in using this method of marketing
and was considered a huge success by signing up millions of users in a very short time.

l

Outdoor: Outdoor advertising, from taxi tops to billboards, has also been adopted by many e-companies.
Yahoo! painted many taxi cabs purple with ‘Yahoo!’
written in large letters in the San Francisco area. Many
companies provided incentives to their employees to
paint their cars with the company name and message.
Even public transports, like buses, were completely
covered with advertisements. Beyond.com painted a
billboard on highway 101, showing a guy in nude ordering software from their site, which got them a good
amount of free attention from the media too!

Whichever method or combination of methods is used
for reaching your e-customers, you ought to make it simple
but catchy. However, its easier said than done because there’s so
much of noise being generated out there that just to get heard,
you have to shout—which, in fact, compounds the problem.
Another problem you will face, especially with new
e-customers, is the fear of technology and change. In the
beginning, many people I knew would refuse to buy even books
online because they wanted to ‘see’ and ‘feel’ the book before
they would buy. But, over time the same people didn’t mind
loading their e-carts with stuff and punching in their credit
card numbers on the websites. You can change the customer

202

e-verything.com

behaviur and increase your clientele by managing the wellknown four key elements:
l

Educate: As a rule, the more the potential customers
know about the product or services you’re selling, the
more they’re likely to buy. Education does not only
have to be about the product, but also your business
and quality assurance processes, etc.

l

Guarantee: Any purchase represents a risk to the
buyer. The risk may be of paying much more than
what it’s worth, the item may not look as good at home
as it does on the website or the colour does not exactly match with the rest of the room, etc. You should
not only eliminate the risk, but also reduce the customer’s perception of risk by having risk-free return
or exchange policies.

l

Expectations: You will need to manage the expectations of the customers so that they are not disappointed
or frustrated by the shopping experience. The expectation setting may be as simple as about the availability of the item or shipping time or the total cost. If
possible, you should plan to include the quality ratings of items that the customer is looking at so that
she or he can make an educated decision on whether
to upgrade to a better quality at incremental cost.

l

Satisfaction: You’ve educated your customers, hedged
their risk, and set their expectations. Now you have to
follow through with product or service packages that
appeal to and satisfy the needs of your customers.
Customer satisfaction is one of the most important
measurements of the success of any initiative or project,
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be it a new shop or a new website. This indicator
should be included in your success metrics for e-commerce initiatives too.

Privacy, Safety and Service

Endless debates abound on the concern for privacy. Legislation and privacy advocates are too keen to step in and take
charge on what customer data can be collected and sold or
distributed to ‘protect’ the individual privacy, while the e-businesses are too busy collecting hordes of data from every individual who happens to visit their site. All this time, the actual
customers don’t seem to give a damn! According to some
reports, the click through rates (when a visitor clicks on a link)
on the privacy policies are so low that it is statistically negligible. Does it mean that the consumers don’t care about their
privacy? Or, is it that they are comfortable giving up some
information with the assumption that the businesses will reciprocate with better service and safety?
An old saying goes—“No man is an island.” It is human
nature to want to be known by people around us as it gives us
a sense of importance. Imagine you walk into a shop and the
sales person who walks up to you not only knows you but also
your entire family, shopping history, preferences and interests, as you have developed a sense of trust with this person
over time. You don’t mind sharing more information with this
person by making comments like—“You know, I’m getting
too old for this type of music,” or “No way am I going to be
seen in this outfit,” etc. These cues will help the sales person
filter out all the products and items that would be rejected by
you anyway. In fact, you give up a lot of personal information
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in exchange for a pleasant and meaningful shopping experience. Compare this to the shopping experience where no one
knows you and every time you go into the same store, there is
no history and you start all over again. The other benefit of
everyone knowing you is the security you get where no one
can come into the shop and personify you! In the latter scenario, it would, however, be very easy for anyone to personify
you and ‘steal’ your identity.
This practice of sharing personal information has been
going on since time unknown and that is why consumers may
seem to be oblivious to the whole debate as long as the businesses adhere to some guidelines on sharing this information
with other businesses. We share information about ourselves
and our families with people we know and start to trust. We
also tend to lie about ourselves to strangers and only share the
bare minimum required for the interaction. It becomes a problem when a malicious person or business intentionally misuses the information, but those are exceptions. When, as a
business, you define and clearly communicate your privacy
policies, it will help you build trust with your customers. Even
if you intend to sell the information gathered, to other businesses, it should be clearly spelt out in your policy and preferably told to the customers before they provide you with their
information. Another way of countering concerns over the
gathered information is to demonstrate the benefit your customers will get if they share the information, e.g. a more personalized and rich user experience, reduced time to generate
information, etc.
Ironically, many organizations collect mountains of customer data and then don’t know what to do with it! I’ve met
some CEOs of dot-com companies that expressed exactly the
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same concern and wanted to find out what could be done with
the data. So, as part of your e-strategy, make sure that the data
you collect is based on some business need. It would be a
positive experience for your customers if you do not make
them fill form-after-form to do a simple transaction. Once you
collect the data, safeguard it, because in e-commerce, customer
data is your most valuable asset.
Privacy issues and the safety of private data is going to
become a larger concern as technology gets better or companies start collecting too much of data or start trading it in the
market. As long as the data collection is limited to preferences
and demographics, it may be easier to convince the customers
to provide that data. With wireless technologies, these concerns will be raised to another level where many ethical and
human rights issues may come into play, because with wireless you not only know what the customer preferences or purchasing habits are but also where exactly she or he happens to
be at any given moment! Concerns of managing customer information and privacy may be large enough for you to spell
out clear directions while creating your e-strategy, so that when
you develop and implement your e-solutions you do not end
up in a PR fiasco on a later date!

Summary
When it comes to managing customers, one of the equations
that I have come across numerous times in my career has stuck
with me because it’s just so true. Although the equation can be
applied to any aspect of our lives, but in case of customer satisfaction, it makes it easier to make decisions on your initiatives and projects.
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Satisfaction = Expectation – Reality
The primary focus of this book being e-strategy, I will
confine my discussion to the subject as there are already countless books on customer management in general. Even with
e-commerce, majority of the customer expectations and relationship management rules still apply, so those golden rules
should be taken into account in your e-strategy. The Internet
has introduced some more expectations that you will need to
focus upon as they can make or break your e-strategy.

Zero Cost
The first disruption the Internet brought into customer expectations was the concept of ‘free’. Companies like Yahoo!, HotMail
and Microsoft delivered to this expectation by providing the
content, products and many services for free. Then came companies like NetZero and FreeDSL, which further extended the
paradigm by providing free PC and Internet connections. The
customers now expect free content, free information and free
products. This means that your e-strategy needs to include alternate ways of making money, in case your competitor plans
to give away the products for free!
When the content is free, how do you safeguard the intellectual property? When providing information for free, you
will need to separate out and protect your valuable intellectual property so that it cannot be freely copied or distributed.
To counter the free revolution, you can either productize your
services to make up for lost revenue, or show advertisements
to the customer when they are on your site.

Availability
With the Internet making the world a global village, customer
expectations now are that your website will be always available,
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from any place, at any time of the day. Especially in the B2C
space, there is no ‘downtime’ available. You cannot bring down
the servers for any reason—be it maintenance, upgrade or
failure. You will need to plan for appropriate redundancy,
alternate sites or whatever as explained in some of the earlier
chapters. Remember, your competitor is just a mouse-click
away, so if your e-store is closed, others may not be, and once
the users create their profile on another site, they may just
stick to that site from then on.

Faster
Can you get it done yesterday? The customer expectation to
response time to issues or questions raised using e-mails, voice
mails or any other type of interface has become instantaneous.
A turn-around time of 24 hours will kill your site especially if
your competitor has a 24-hour chat window that provides
instantaneous support to the customers. Apart from customer
support and answers to customers’ questions, your e-solutions
have to be tuned for faster response over dial-up connections,
because no one is going to wait while your pretty graphics of
2MB are being downloaded. So, keep in mind the age-old rule
of KISS (Keep It Simple, Stupid) when creating your e-solutions.
In a nutshell, the Internet is creating a revolution which
is going to intensify over time. Focus on customers and their
changing habits and keep your e-solutions agile enough to
change at the drop of a dime. Provide the cutting edge and
timely solutions for each segment of your customers rather
than a single solution for all. Let the customers set the context
of their visit to your site and use smart technologies to provide
the users with an excellent shopping experience, so that they
keep coming back for more. Peter Drucker once said, “Innovation not automation—There is nothing so useless as doing
efficiently that which should not be done at all.”

Chapter

8

e-Employee

Update May 2018:
The fundamental needs of an employee remain the same – do meaningful work, be
appreciated, and get paid well with opportunities to grow. What has changed is the
relationship between an organization and the employee and the role of manager.
There are enough new books on this topic but I continue to believe that if you follow the
sage advice of Peter Drucker, you can rarely go wrong.
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The brain is a wonderful organ;
it starts working the moment
you get up in the morning and
does not stop until you get into the office
n

Robert Frost

I

f you have not been living in a cave for the last few years,
you must have read, almost every day, media coverage
and hype around the shortage of skilled resources for the
e-economy. This hype has brought in new challenges in all
aspects of employee management—from hiring to retention.
Many of the good old formulae don’t seem to work any longer
for recruiting, retention, motivation and compensation. With
the industry’s increasing reliance on technology to create a
differentiation, increase productivity and reduce operational
costs, there seems to be a need to take a fresh look at the traditional methods and philosophy of managing employees. The
Internet boom has created some dramatic shifts in the resource
management space, raising some complex and interesting
issues both for the ‘e-employees’ as well as, the employers.
In the pre-knowledge industry, you acquired a skill and
then you had it for the rest of your life. The tools you worked
with improved incrementally and as you became an expert in
using a set of tools, you rose through the ranks and over time,
reached the level that matched your competence and then
retired. Lifetime employment with the same company was very
common and if anyone wanted to change a job after working
for a company for 10 years, he would be thought of not being
loyal to the employer! Today, if you are working with the same
employer for more than three years, everyone wonders what’s
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wrong with you. In the Internet era, an employee turnover of
20 per cent has become acceptable, whereas a few years earlier,
anything more than 5 per cent would be considered abnormal.
Love Me, Love my Dog

When the US industry went into recession between the late
1980s to the early 1990s all the previous assumptions and norms
about employee and employer relationship were shaken at
their very foundation. In many cases, even employees who
had spent their entire working life with one organization, were
shown the door. To add fuel to the fire, these companies then
hired highly paid consultants to do the job of these fired employees! Employee loyalty went dead overnight and a new
mantra was born—‘What’s in it for me?’ When the same companies went back on the hiring spree, they were shocked to
find a new labour force. Now, the rallying call of ‘being a part
of a large family’ sounded hollow and the employees wanted
to know what was the company ready to do in order to hire
and retain them.
Enter the Internet economy and this picture becomes
hazier. Now the employees not only scrutinize the job offers in
detail but also want to find out if their dogs would be allowed
in the office. The employee and employer relationship has
become a matter of mutual benefit, a win-win situation rather
than a promise of long-term commitment and loyalty. The tables now seem to be turned as the companies face a laboursqueezed market, especially in the high-tech industry or wherever technology is being developed and implemented. The
indirect impact on the rest of the industry has been that many
experienced people have left high-paying, high-profile jobs to
either start their own dot-com company or join one.
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It is now a norm in the dot-com industry to have a casual
dress, flex time, define-your-own work environment policies
that, in some cases, also include the ‘bring your pet to office’
policy! The current generation of hi-tech workers is not only
smart and talented but has also seen their parents being kicked
out, despite their loyalty to their employer. This awareness of
job insecurity and the realization that technical skills can get
obsolete faster than they can be learned, has brought in a difference in the way today’s knowledge worker views any job offer.
Show Me the Money

In hiring interviews, more than once have I come across candidates who have asked me what would be their personal worth
after they spent three years with the company. Initially, I used
to be amused with the question, but when it was repeated on
multiple instances, I started probing a little. After many discussions I realized that now, the employees have started thinking in terms of financial goals rather than career goals! The
trend is often seen in the very young, who are looking for their
first or second job. The thinking behind it is to work hard, get
rich (think IPO ), and then go and do what you really wanted to
do. By the time I am writing this chapter, IPOs have lost their
lustre and the dot-com frenzy is seeing red as many of these
companies are shutting their doors and laying off all their
employees. It would be interesting to see if this downturn has
had any impact on the ‘career’ planning of these employees.
Irrespective of what happens in the market, I am sure this
attitude of focussing on financial goals will continue, primarily because of the short-lived technology trends and faster
pace of changes in the industry that is increasingly becoming
dependent on these technological changes. While earlier, job
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seekers would focus on the entire ‘package’ in terms of career
growth, money, brand of the organization etc., now they focus
on the stock options, salary, stock chart and the technology
they will work on. Employees tend to leave if the stock price
does not continue to rise as per their expectations or if they
feel that the technology they are working on will not make
their skills ‘marketable’. Corporate executives not only have
to please the financial market with quarterly results, but also
the employees who have a stock ticker running on their computer screen all the time.
Earlier, a startup would offer less salary but more equity
and an opportunity to work on the bleeding edge technology
with a promise of making it rich in the future. The average
timeline used to be about five to seven years for the start up to
realize it’s stock, either as IPO or merger and acquisition. This
automatically filtered out non-risk takers from this market as
the employees shared some risk by taking in less salary and
sticking with the company for five years. With the downpour
of easy money from venture capitalists, startups now offer more
salary, a great working environment, a lot of equity and also
the opportunity to work on the latest and greatest technology.
Suddenly, the risk factor has dropped to zero and the only
consideration factor would be the amount of work hours you
put in. Even the risk of failure is not a risk anymore as the
industry now treats that as ‘learning experience’ and, in fact,
your marketability would go up even if the company you
worked for went down! The field is further levelled as larger
companies compete with start-ups to retain their market share
which, in turn, pushes the employees to work the same long
hours in the same high-stress environment as their counterparts in the start-up company.
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With thousands of start ups popping up across the world,
established companies face severe competition for skilled
labour and everyone appears to require the same skill-set at
the same time, and the pool of available resources seems suddenly dry. The time to market pressures have forced the companies to hire workers who are already skilled in the tools of
the trade rather than hiring someone and then training them
on the job. This has become a vicious circle as thousands of
other experienced workers, though unskilled in related technologies, are unable to get on the bandwagon because of the
long ramp-up time with these technologies that conflicts with
the get-it-done needs of yesterday’s organizations.
Does this mean there’s no way out of this vicious circle?
Well, keep heart, as you’ve paid for an excellent book that
does not just ask questions, but also provides some pointers to
the answers!
Rules of Engagement

If one goes by media stories, it surely seems that we need to
throw all our learning to date, out the window and start afresh.
Unfortunately, these media reports dramatize the stories and
report on cases which may or cannot be generalized. By now,
you may have gathered that I tend to go back to fundamentals
and ask the question—“Is it really that different?” Unfortunately,
when it comes to employees, the answer to this question is
more of a ‘yes’ than a ‘no’. I believe it’s the industry that is at
fault for changing some of the ground rules of employee and
employer relationship. The primary culprit has been the era
of ‘downsizing’ and ‘re-engineering’ of corporations where
many organizations reduced the workforce without appropriate planning.
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Staff Reduction

Common sense demands that any organization that reduces the
workforce would suffer from gaps in knowledge and reduced
efficiency because this eliminates key links within their informal
information chains. Even people working in mundane
9– 5 jobs accumulate business knowledge that is sometimes very
difficult to replace, if let go indiscriminately. Without due diligence in planning, layoffs may not realize the anticipated cost
savings because they will generate costs for retraining and loss
of quality employees, under the uncertainty of layoffs, who can
easily find a job in the industry, which may further threaten the
stability and growth of the organization. The cost-reductions
may also prove more hype than reality, with the business model
changing during the layoff schedule, forcing companies to
rethink their strategy completely, resulting in the hiring of new
employees to fulfill new business requirements! Inspite of the
absence of concrete evidence of tangible benefits from downsizing, organizations are pushed to prune because of pressure
from the stockholders; as it is viewed as a cost reduction strategy
by the stock market and investors.
Most of the time, when organizations plan layoffs, they
do due diligence before making decisions about which shops
or factories should be closed and what section of employees to
let go. The problem is that these analyses are usually conducted
only in the context of what is visible, documented and well
understood of the company and its practices and they tend to
ignore or overlook the informal lines of communication that
represent the knowledge capital of the company. Shareholders see employees as costs, and when costs are reduced, the
company’s stock often rebounds. What is not seen is the
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investment lost in terms of skills, flexibility and relationships
associated with work-force reduction. Pruning is necessary for
growth and that’s a natural law; the key is to increase the overall competency of the organization so that the smaller workforce
is capable of handling the same work as the larger workforce.
One of the primary rules that has now changed and is not
only accepted but expected by the employees is: Lack of job
security. This is especially true in the case of hi-tech where, as
I said earlier, the skills you acquire get obsolete by the time
you learn them! So, now it is expected that if you do not change
your skill-set with the changing times, you will be on the chopping board when the downsizing occurs. This has sent the commitment and loyalty equation for a toss, which cannot be taken
for granted any longer. This attitude is more prevalent in the
western countries, especially the US, than other parts of the
world. Unfortunately, even in those countries, the employees
seem to have already tossed out the concept of loyalty and
commitment to the organization and the sooner you, as an
organization understand it, the better you can prepare yourself to manage the constant flux of employees.
Several lessons can be learned from previous downsizing
cycles, that should be remembered as you restructure to meet
the demands of the e-business transformation. The focus should
be on reducing the risks associated with knowledge loss during the transformation process. In the previous cycles, many
employees were dismissed with little consideration for what
they contributed. No one should, however, be eliminated until
it becomes clear how the departure will affect the overall group
or the organization, because those who are left behind will be
placed under additional stress through increased workload or
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some key project(s) may not have sufficient staff for its
completion. In an earlier chapter on creating the dream team,
I had talked about having a team structure and supporting
processes where knowledge is distributed among more than
one person in the project. This becomes very critical in today’s
world and this type of environment will help you become more
resilient than those organizations that rely on individual
knowledge and functional silos.
Often, downsizing takes place over some time and the
rumour mill starts working way before the lay-offs are announced. The best employees, facing an uncertain future, often leave
even if they are not targetted for lay-off. The best employees
are also the most mobile and are likely to depart unless proactively retained with incentives, like special bonus programs and
work guarantees. With knowledge gaining dominance in
business by providing the strategic advantage, loss of intellectual capital and intellectual property needs to be considered,
because once an employee walks out the door, it becomes very
difficult to track where and how the knowledge can be used to
compete against you.
Sometimes, you may face an involuntary and unplanned
staff reduction, when a large section of your team walks out to
work for a well-funded dot-com down the street from you or
your competitor. This scenario, though rare, still happens and
will happen as the competition for skilled resources get fiercer.
Adding insult to injury, in this scenario, more often than not it
will be the cream of the team that will walk out, leaving you
with a team whose skills are mediocre at best.
When you plan your e-strategy, you need to take into
account this necessary evil and reality of losing people, even if
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you do not plan to lay-off in the near term. The development
processes should include knowledge distribution, documentation of critical business and technology processes and keep
them updated. You will need to have a legal team—the lawyers—to define what constitutes your intellectual property and
what would be the obligation of your staff in case of termination of employment by either party. Some organizations bar
their employees from taking employment with their competitors for six months to a year as a measure of guard against
unfair transfer of knowledge. This becomes extremely crucial
when the information technology provides competitive advantage to your organization, or your company creates and sells
technology solutions. The same logic applies even if you use
temporary workers and plan to release them once the systems
have been built and deployed.

Hiring

Earlier, the hiring was a low numbers’ game. Normally, one
would advertise in a local or national media and depending
upon the number of subscribers to that syndication, you would
get manageable number of responses. You could easily filter
out the type of candidates by advertising in a specific media or
publication based on the subscription base. The distances and
limited visibility to an organization, start-up or otherwise,
automatically applied another set of filters on how many people
could apply for a position.
With the Internet, however, the scenario has changed so
dramatically that the HR departments have not had time to
cope with the change. Now, sending a resume for a job at your
company has zero cost for a person halfway around the globe.
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Just sifting through resumes that your HR department will receive will be a tedious and time-consuming job, that may itself
become a hindrance in the speed of hiring. Many companies
now deploy OCR and data-mining technologies to store, search
and categorize the resumes, so that they can find the right candidate for the job. Unfortunately, the accuracy and ‘non-intelligence’ of the software misses out on some excellent candidates that may not have used the right ‘keywords’ in the resume
or may have used a different spelling (US English vs. European English)! The best-known methods of hiring quality candidates are still the ones that have worked in the last century
i.e. hiring by references. Obviously, especially more so in the
Asian countries, the challenge is to qualify the candidates by
merit rather than who is referring that person. If the HR department can establish a merit-based hiring process that can
circumvent the above said problem, I believe that hiring by
reference is the cheapest and most beneficial method.
Another method of hiring becoming popular is the socalled lifestyle-based recruitment. Essentially, this means that
you understand the typical lifestyle preferences of your current employees and then advertise in related places to attract
new employees. In case you realize that it is classical music,
then your hiring strategy should include advertisements on
classical radio stations, music stores and events. When Cisco
Systems was faced with a need to hire about a thousand people in six months, they started with a survey of its existing
employees to find the common denominators of its employees. The survey showed that their employees had an affinity
for jazz and pizza. As a result, the company started recruiting
at jazz festivals and at music websites that appealed to jazz
aficionados. The company also put together a partnership with
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Domino’s Pizza to recruit through pizza parlours. As a result
of this ‘lifestyle-based’ recruitment, the company met its hiring goal.
Such out-of-box thinking, as shown by Cisco, combined
with the establishment of employee-employer relations and
with a strong feedback loop, will provide you with a solid foundation for hiring and creating loyalty among the staff. To maximize the benefits of reference-based hiring, provide methods
and incentives to employees to recommend their friends and
family members who will fit into your corporate culture and
can add value. It would become frustrating to the employees
if they were to recommend someone and the HR does not
follow up in time or does not set the right expectations upfront. As I said earlier, the HR and hiring policies would have
to be defined so that the referring employee should not assume that every person they bring in will be hired. Expectations need to be set that hiring will be strictly based on the
merit of a person and referrals are just another channel of identifying the right candidates.
Another option for hiring has been (and increasingly being
utilized)—outsourcing and temporary employees. You can
partner with a preferred supplier or a set of suppliers who can
provide you with complete HR capabilities or can complement
your own department to provide you emergency manpower,
as well as to fill in any skill gaps that may exist in critical
initiatives. Unfortunately, there are a number of problems
associated with these external supplies of talent and the strategy
can be fraught with problems, as now you may need to manage
multiple staffing vendors, from multiple locations and rogue
contractor hiring. The key to hiring is to develop strategies
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that respond to current conditions without limiting future
flexibility, which will require a multi-pronged strategy and a
willingness to change with changing conditions.
Mergers and acquisitions is another form of hiring, where
one company buys out the ‘intellectual capital’ of another company, which includes employees and all the intellectual property and technology. Cisco is one of the most famous companies that has adopted this strategy and has grown leaps and
bounds by acquiring strategic beneficial companies. No doubt,
the vertical rise of Cisco stock has played a major role in attracting suitable ‘sellers’.
Retention

Even though the jobs’ landscape has changed and employee
loyalty and commitment has taken a hit, it is still possible to
retain people over the long-term. Fundamentally, human nature is inclined towards stability and if you provide the environment where people feel comfortable, secure, challenged,
and are promised growth and fun, they will be inclined to stay.
Loyalty and commitment are two-way streets that are paved
with trust. Without the trust between employee and employer,
loyalty and commitment cannot be developed—no matter what
kind of incentives are provided or what rosy future is shown.
In the last cycle of lay-offs, what the employers lost was the
trust of employees because the lay-offs were perceived to be
random and indiscriminate. The challenge in creating retention policies is that the same incentives and policy may not
work for everyone and many times, what may motivate one
set of employees may actually de-motivate someone else.
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I am reminded of a case that was told to me by a friend
who worked in HP labs. It seems there was a scientist working
with him who was exceptionally brilliant, but shy. As a measure of retention and to encourage and motivate him in his
innovations and research efforts, his manager would almost
always nominate him for the team award. Whenever he received the award, he was expected to talk for five minutes or
so about his research or innovation in front of the audience.
One day, this scientist stumped the manager by submitting his
resignation! On probing the reason it was discovered that, being
shy, he dreaded the moment of receiving the reward because
he had to speak in front of an audience. In fact, being nominated for the award became more of a disincentive rather than
an incentive for continuing with the company!
The combination of a lifestyle-based recruitment philosophy, the establishment of employee-employer trust, a strong
feedback loop, and appropriate retention policies can provide
you with the foundation for loyalty and commitment in its
employees. In addition, by ensuring continuous feedback
through monitoring and review processes at pre-set dates or
interval, you can show that the success of the individual is of
paramount importance. Once you demonstrate the commitment to an employee’s career and financial success and growth,
the employee is bound to reciprocate with a similar level of
trust and commitment.
There are many other retention tools that can be deployed
by you and can be made a part of the recruitment process in
order to attract quality candidates. Some of these are:
l

Cash Bonuses—These come in various flavours and
the two most common are profit-sharing and perform-
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ance-based bonuses. The performance can be tied to
the team or at the individual level;
l

Job Rotation—Companies like Microsoft, IBM and
Intel, among many others, advertise the fact that you
can change your job every year without having to
change the company! This type of program encourages the employees to work in various business units
and find a niché that would provide job satisfaction
and maximize his or her productivity;

l

Employee Development Plans—Every manager
should be made responsible for the career and personal development of their staff. The managers should
be trained or the HR department should be involved
in helping each employee defining their career and
personal goals and then facilitating the employee to
achieve these goals. Needless to say, a balance will
have to be defined between personal goals and career
goals that align with corporate objectives;

l

Mentoring—When a new employee joins a company,
she or he usually feels lost and is hesitant about taking
an initiative or actively participating in discussions or
meetings to avoid stepping on anyone’s toes. By assigning a mentor to the new employee, you will make
the transition easier for the person and she or he will
also feel welcome;

l

Work/life Balance—With mobile computing, pagers,
cell-phones and easy availability of Internet
connectivity, the lines between work time and personal
time have blurred. Now even if you leave the office at
5 pm, you may login to the office network from home
and continue ‘working’ from home till 11 pm! With
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this work pressure and a feeling of ‘always on duty’,
many employees get burnt out very fast. Add to that
the job insecurity and even if the employee wants to
have a balance between work and life, unless the
manager does not promote this balance; the employee
will feel obligated to work overtime. In my opinion,
this set of policies will become increasingly important
over time and may help you attract experienced and
high quality employees;
l

Cafeteria Plans—A buffet of incentives and allowances, from which every employee can choose and
create their own benefits’ plan, will make it easier for
you to manage employees’ expectations and meeting
their expectations from corporate benefits;

l

Training—With the fast pace of change in technology,
it becomes imperative that you provide employees with
an easy and cost-effective method to upgrade their skills
as necessary. Many organizations either provide training allowances or have in-house training programs that
would keep the employees on the learning curve;

l

Compensation—Now, stock options or equity has
become a standard part of the total compensation and
needs to be included into the TC (Total Compensation) equation. You may need to have some flexibility
in the TC policies as some employees would want
more cash and less equity and vice-versa.

When considering a reward-and-recognition program as
a retention tool, it must be noted that in some cases, this type
of program might not have the desired impact. By nature, many
developers are introverts, meaning that they do not crave the
attention and spotlight; rather, the respect of their immediate
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peers carries more value. It is imperative to recognize this trait
within the technical staff to ensure that any program allows for
flexibility to accommodate the diverse natures of the employees.
Despite your best efforts, staff turnover will continue to
be a fact of business. The objective should, therefore, be to
minimize critical departures, and where it cannot be prevented,
have a comprehensive succession strategy. Another fact to
consider is that highly-talented, technically respected individuals often take their staffs with them when they leave, leaving
the enterprise with a gaping hole in the technology area.
Revisions to the Rules

A lot is being said about skilled resources, changes in the work
environment, competition over the available pool and projections are being made for the number of resources that will be
needed over the next decade. If we look at the statistics, the
numbers are daunting enough to depress any HR director or
the CEO of a new dot-com who is desperate to beat the time
to market. The need for skilled workers in any new segment
of industry is certain. Was the same not true with mechanical
engineers, MBAs, civil engineers, etc. a few years ago? Because of the Internet, the demand for skills in the technology
field has outstripped supply like no other industry in recent
history. When the product is based on an idea rather than a
physical item, the time to market pressure makes it a business
necessity to hire workers that have the skills you need rather
than a hire-and-train strategy. Another factor that influences
the availability of resources is faster pace of change in technology. The skills that were in demand less than three years ago
and could easily ask for $200 an hour, can now easily be hired
for less than $50 an hour!
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So what are the revisions, if any, to the time-tested rules
of hiring, retention and staff reduction? Are they important
enough to be taken into account as part of the e-strategy? Let’s
see what has changed and what impact it will have on your
organization and then you can decide what factors are applicable to your situation.
At the time when any particular technology is very high
in demand, skilled resources tend to work as freelancers or
consultants or contractors to maximize the earning potential
and also have the flexibility of moving on as soon as the project
stops providing them enough challenge. Once the technology
starts getting old or the pool of resources available for the said
technology increases, either these front-runners will hop on to
the new technology or will try to land a job with a nice title
and good stock options with an aggressive vesting program.
Normally, these employees will not stay at any company long
enough to let the options vest fully or care about career growth.
Instead, they will hop from one company to another to build a
‘portfolio’ to distribute their risk.
As more women join the workforce and people become
more sensitive to family needs, telecommuting and flexible
work hours need to be an integral part of the HR policies. The
focus needs to be shifted from hours to the completion of a
job, whether it is done while at home, the beach or in the
office. Some discipline will need to be maintained so that work
or its quality does not get disrupted because of lack of face
time but enough flexibility needs to be allowed where the
employees can balance work and life, as they seem fit.
Continuing on the same thread, you should avoid taking
sides with either work/life balance or work-your-butt-off
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mentality. The promotion and increment policies should be
merit-based and other HR policies should have a balanced
approach for all employee base. No other preferential criteria
should be allowed to influence these policies and any compromise on basic principles will impact the morale of employees
and cause a rift between people. If you are creating a benefit
that is targetted for employees with kids, e.g. subsidized child
care; you should also balance that with some other benefit for
employees who do not have kids. You may not match penny
for penny, but an effort should be made to take the ‘nontargetted’ employees into account.
Globalization of the workforce will require some planning
and clear guidelines in terms of hiring. How do you evaluate
the experience and education of a person coming halfway
around the globe? What experience can be termed as a relevant
or transferable experience in your environment and what
would be negated? This is critical because you may end up
losing some good candidates who have the excellent experience
but would need a little learning to adapt that to your environment. This is truer in the management cadre, where a person
may have managed a similar team in a different country and
has exactly the experience you are looking for, but you may
hesitate because the person has not managed in your environment. In my view, only a shortsighted organization or narrowminded recruiter would let go of the candidate. The key point
to remember is that people tend to be loyal and committed to
an organization that provides an opportunity to learn and grow.
Other side-effects of being in high demand is bloating of
ego and the level of acceptable quality getting lower. You are
bound to come across both these problems in hiring and
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retaining technical staff. In hiring, it will be evident by the
demands new hires put forward that they ask for the sky and
the moon with no commitment from their side. Regarding the
quality of solutions being developed, you will come across
comments like: ‘That’s the best you can get’, or ‘It’s close to
impossible’. In short, a lot of no-can-do attitude rather than
can-do attitude, topped with closed minds.
The inherent driver for any developer or an engineer at
heart is to play with technology and to build something. If
your e-strategy involves a lot of ‘buy’ decisions, smart developers will tend to shy away from participation or move on
because it would not help them flex their creative muscles.
Event though the basic assumption is incorrect, as better skills
and development effort are required to integrate various systems, you need to account for this perception in the retention
strategy for your ‘e-mployees’.
If you happen to be generous in giving equity to employees, or your stock has grown ten-folds in the last one year, you
will also come across the ‘wealth effect’. This has more to do
with human psychology than any specific skill or lack of it.
Sudden wealth normally leads to rise in arrogance and this
becomes evident when people start behaving like a spoiled
child and threaten to leave at every loss of an argument or a
decision point. In my experience in Silicon Valley, I have come
across quite a few individuals who left their job just because—
a) they could not stand the imposing nature of a co-worker,
b) their design ideas were not implemented or c) they got
‘bored’ working on the same stuff. Surprisingly, none of this
was a problem even a day before the IPO, but became intolerable as soon as the stock price went through the roof.
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Do not be adamant on waiting for a person to show up
having the exact skill set you are looking for. Sometimes you
will be better off hiring a person with related experience; e.g.
hire a person with experience in ‘C’ programming language if
you cannot get an experienced Java programmer. Yes, you may
need someone who can hit the ground running, be productive
the day you hire him or her, but consider that if it takes you
three months to find the right candidate, you can have a person
with related skills up and running within one month. The other
benefit would be that you will avoid paying the premium on
having the exact skill set so that your recruitment cost will go
down! Ask yourself: What sense does it make to insist on finding
someone who will be productive “immediately”, when it takes
three or four months to find that perfect match?
I’ve listed some of the new pressure points that need to
be taken into account when you create your e-strategy. You
may argue that none of these are new and all these can easily
be managed by time-tested HR policies. Whatever your take
on these issues, the key thing to remember is that the skill set
we are dealing with is knowledge and it cannot be as easily replaced as a mechanical skill. Compounding that problem is
the issue of implementation of the knowledge as intended by
the architect or the designer. You may have documented the
architecture and design, but if the person walks out before she
or he oversees the implementation of that design, you can almost be certain that the system you will get will be different
from what was intended.
Cultural Clash

In one of the earlier chapters, I talked about the ‘hype’ and
‘craft’ cultures defined by Art Kleiner, author of ‘Age of Heretics’.
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The clash between product marketing (hype) and developers
(craft) has been there in almost all of the industries because
sales and marketing tend to be driven by the hype, while
developers focus on the craft of creating the product to meet
the hype.
Apart from this departmental culture clash, you also need
to be aware of the real culture clash. When the entire world
becomes your labour pool and anyone from anywhere with
Internet access can apply for an opening in your organization,
you are bound to have a very diverse workforce. This, of
course, assumes that you entertain resumes from everyone irrespective of the country of origin. With so much of diversity
in teams, it becomes a major challenge in managing and creating teams that will work well together. Normally, multi-national corporations define and standardize corporate cultures
that cross the geographic cultural boundaries and enforce a
uniform method of behaviour across all offices. This is a bestknown method to maintain a predictable office culture and
discipline.
Having diverse teams also creates challenges with communications, task and project management because different
cultures work differently. You will find Americans to be very
aggressive and what Asians would term as ‘cold-blooded’, while
majority of Asian cultures tend to be soft on people and avoid
confrontation, but if you ever work with anyone from Israel
you better be good at handling confrontation. In my work
experience, I have noticed that people seldom change their
intrinsic nature and it becomes frustrating when the team or
management is not sensitive to cultural issues like behaviour,
language or accent. On the other hand, having multi-cultural
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teams is becoming essential in any e-organization so as to understand and reach customers in targetted countries. This may
mean that you may have a distributed workforce that works as
a virtual team.
In e-business, unless you limit your audience to a small
geographic section, you will encounter a customer base of increasing cultural diversity. By hiring a heterogeneous workforce,
you demonstrate respect for the diversity of your customers,
and it may increase the extent to which customers identify
with your employees. If you can maintain a staff that mirrors
your customer base in terms of ethnicity, gender and other
demographics, the customers will feel more comfortable in
dealing with you because they have something in common
with your staff, even if it’s just the fact that someone can speak
their own language. In essence, you would serve the customers
better if you identify with them, and they would feel more
comfortable because they identify with you. In fact, the same
diversity should be included in the company’s decision-making
processes as the staff would represent the diversity of your
clients and will be more attuned to the needs of your customers.
There are many ways to counter the effects of this cultural
mixture and one of them is to enforce a uniform corporate
culture, irrespective of the geographic location of the office or
employees. The corporate push should be towards creating
teams that trust each other and build the overall level of trust
in the organization. Once people trust each other, many of the
minor issues get resolved automatically and do not eat into
the management’s time. Trust also becomes important when
you have a distributed workforce and every day monitoring
becomes an impossible or very expensive task. Effective management can also be achieved by hiring managers who have
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the international experience of working in various environments and can act as a liaison between two different cultures.
This set-up reduces the risk of miscommunication because of
cultural differences, which is one of the biggest culprits in
damaging trust and work relationships.
The Enemy Within

When the competitive advantage is information and the knowledge becomes digital, it becomes very easy for anyone to steal
it. Do you know what was attached to that e-mail that just
went out? Did you know that the janitor who is walking out of
the office has a diskette in pocket that contains information on
your key strategic initiatives? In fact, the janitor was a decoy
from your competitor who came in just to copy that spreadsheet
or presentation or the document! Hacking into networks and
databases has become the famous pastime of teenagers and
earns them boasting rights. Digital viruses spread out faster
than you can hit the delete key on the e-mail you just opened
with the subject line ‘ILOVEU’!
More and more effort, time and money is being spent on
securing the networks from hacker attacks and viruses that
come from outside, while the threat may be equally big from
the inside. What if one of your employees has decided to quit
and is really pissed-off at the group and decides to make some
strategic backups before he leaves? What if she or he simply
decides to delete all the files on the shared file server just before handing that resignation letter? The threat from within is
not just a loss of business information but also disruption of
work. While the media tends to focus on outsiders as the culprits, it is most probable that the person who is going to steal
and disclose proprietary business information is most likely
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an employee. While some degree of healthy paranoia is warranted, the most important lesson to learn is that everyone in
your organization should be schooled in the value of your company’s intellectual property (IP) and trained in protecting it.
Some of the important measures you can take to protect against
IP theft are:
l

Audit—Conduct an IP audit to determine what constitutes your IP. While software, schematics and product launch plans are obvious; other things like vendor
and customer lists should also be included;

l

Protect—Create a structure to protect your IP. If you
plan to share it via the Intranet, make sure not everyone
can access it and every usage is logged for audit trails;

l

Prepare—Be prepared with a response plan in the
event that your IP is stolen. Even the toughest security can be breached and not knowing what to do when
you become a victim, will only make matters worse.

Once you are clear on what your IP is, you should make
sure your employees are trained to identify and handle it appropriately. They should be told what can and cannot be shared
outside the company. Organizations tend to spend millions on
sales’ training, but never consider the necessity of IP training.
People can steal your trade secrets by simply overhearing a
conversation between your employees in a public place! The
need to protect your IP cannot be over-emphasized and every
measure should be taken to protect it from falling into the
wrong ears, hands or eyes. Loss of IP does not only happen by
the intentional act of an insider. Sometimes it happens unintentionally when an employee leaves and starts working with
another company. When hiring, every employee should be
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asked to sign a ‘non-compete’ or IP clause and when a person
leaves the organization, she or he should be reminded of the
obligation as well as the agreement.
The threat may not only come as a loss of IP, but may
also be a loss of market-share, customers or even market capitalization. In September 2000, someone issued a phony statement or report about Emulex, an electronic component manufacturer. The report was created to look authentic and the
moment it hit the web, the stock price of Emulex dropped by
60 per cent in less than one hour, although it regained its value
after the hoax was denied and many assurances and statements
were issued by the company. It was estimated that the investors lost about $50 million in this hoax and it took more than
one week of the management’s time and effort to clear up all
the confusion!
How to Manage a Millionaire?
Q. What do you give a person who has everything?
A. Give him or her something that cannot be bought.
Sudden wealth has different effects on different
people. Most of us are not psychologically ‘tuned’ to
sudden gains because our intrinsic nature assumes and is
prepared for incremental changes. Psychology books,
magazines and other media is full of examples and stories
about people who ‘lost their mind’ when they won a lottery
or the heirs to riches flaunted their inherited wealth and
‘lost it’.
What if you become rich by working hard? Does the
sudden wealth have same effect or is there a difference?
(Contd.)
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When you join a start-up, you take a risk with the hope
that you will be financially comfortable once the company does public realization of its stock. You slog for years
with that goal in mind and you plan to ‘retire’ or work on
things that you would like to work on after you are financially secure. The IPO comes and overnight, your net
worth is in millions! Congratulations, you have made
more money in a single day than, most probably, your
father did in his lifetime. You have already achieved the
inherent psychological target of any living person—to
make it equal to or greater than your parents did.
The very first reaction of sudden wealth—hard
earned or lottery—is that a certain type of arrogance sets
in. Now that the employees have no ‘financial’ motive to
work, they are enveloped in a fog of over-confidence
where every discussion ends in a tone: ‘My way or the highway’. The threat to ‘walk-out’ becomes all too real and is
made very frequently along with the assumption or indication that higher net-worth assumes intellectual or moral
superiority. It becomes extremely tough to motivate and
retain employees during this phase. It can be done, but
you have to be prepared for it and plan for it pro-actively
by implementing some processes long before the IPO
happens.
l

Retention—At least six months before the actual
IPO or merger and acquisition, the HR department
should have implemented plans for ‘informal counselling’. The counselling should help the employees
in understanding the nature and impact of change
that will be brought by sudden wealth and how to
deal with it. The effort should be to educate that
money is not an end in itself; it is a necessary tool
for comfortable living. The awareness should be
(Contd.)
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raised to a higher level of content and satisfaction in
life and work. A lesson on the gyrations of the stockmarket would be valuable too, because in case the
stock losses 50 per cent of it’s value in a day, the
office mood turns to panic from euphoria! This activity needs to start at least six months before the
IPO and should be done on a regular basis for at
least one year after the IPO. Later, the practice
should be re-evaluated and changed to meet the
needs of the organization. Care should be taken that
it is not viewed as ‘lecturing’ and should not imply
any guaranteed monetary gains or you may annoy
the employees and raise their expectations.
l

Motivation—When people don’t work for money,
what do they work for? How many times have we
seen people discuss the question as to why a specific
person, say Bill Gates, is still working? He does have
enough money to live a comfortable lifestyle no
matter how long he lives. We relate financial goals to
the reasons for working and thus money is one of the
most important reasons people work for. But now that
the reason goes away with the IPO, what takes its
place? Unfortunately, no one thinks beyond the IPO
and we only realize the void once the net worth has
been established.

There exists not only a business model, but also a
thriving industry that can provide a perspective into or
answers to this challenge. The industry is a non-profit
organization. If you look at it, the volunteers do not get
paid and many times they have to pocket their own
expenses, but nevertheless, they turn out in droves when
a call is made by the organization they affiliate with. I
believe that if a study is done in management practices
(Contd.)

242

e-verything.com

from the non-profit organizations, a lot can be learned on
how to motivate people. The same principles and practices
can then be applied to manage and motivate your employees who ‘no longer work for money’.
nn

Summary
One of the points I intentionally left out from the chapter is
employee motivation and the reason behind it was to make sure
you read the summary! As I showed the magic formula that I
have used many times in my career, there’s another formula
that can be applied to employee motivation. In fact, both these
formulae can be used almost anywhere and in any situation;
but I’ll stick to their usage in the context I learnt them:

Motivation = Gain – Pain
In simple terms, a person will be motivated to act on something if personal gain is more than the pain. In the example I
gave earlier in the chapter about the HP scientist, the reason
that person submitted his resignation was because the pain of
speaking before an audience outweighed the gain from getting an award or being recognized for his contributions.
The benefit of this formula is that it’s correct in any
situation and the problem is that it varies with each person.
While I may be more than motivated by a small gain, your
threshold of motivational gain may be ten-folds from mine.
This formula should be taken into account when defining
programs, incentives and policies for retention and motivating
employees. For example, salespeople concentrate on selling
products that earn them the most commission, rather than sales
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that contribute to the company’s bottom line and long-term
goals. In this case, your strategy should include revisions to
the commission plan to align the goals of the sales team with
corporate strategic goals.
The managers should be made responsible for the
motivation index of their employees and motivation and
retention of employees within the company and the group
should be tied to their incentives and bonuses. It is becoming
critical to pay attention to managing the turnover of employees.
Organizations consist of both formal and informal networks
and any loss in employees severs ties in informal networks, that
may not be reparable. Even if they are, the costs of re-establishing
these networks may be high and the resulting networks may be
less knowledgeable than the previous ones. Loss of employees
also results in lost investment in terms of skills, flexibility and
internal and external relationships, which impacts the quality
of service, products, innovation and customer satisfaction.
When I was working for a consulting company in California, I was part of their strategic management team. In one
of the meetings, our executives brought to light the fact that
we were planning to grow beyond the western region of the
US and we may get some key projects on the East Coast. The
topic of discussion became how to make sure we were prepared to manage those projects. I, with two of my peers, immediately said that we should revise our travel policies to provide some incentives to people for travelling. Even simple suggestions like changing the expense policy from reimbursing
actual expenses to per diem and taking your spouse along on
trips of more than two weeks, were shot down. The argument
given to us was that the employees should be dedicated enough
to the organization to do whatever it takes to make it successful. It always breaks my heart to see that even years after that

244

e-verything.com

meeting, the company is still a regional player and the executives still cannot figure out that they cannot grow the company beyond a certain size!
Certainly, your success as you move ahead with your
e-strategy will be predicted on the development of policies,
procedures and stellar organizational skills in each of these
areas. However, underlying any success will be the discipline
required to address labour shortages and skill gaps through
retention and recruitment programs and the management of
internal and external relationships effectively. The key to managing resources is not just hiring and retention, but also when
to let go and also encourage someone to go. In one of the
earlier chapters, I comment that the software or solutions do
not carry forward the legacy, it is the employees who refuse to
change and learn new things who enforce it on the organization. That is why, staff movement and rotation should be an
integral part of your overall strategy.
Some tips for managers:
l

Discipline is very necessary and should not be compromised upon. As the workforce grows more
diverse, it becomes critical that people respect each
other’s diversity and help create a healthy work
environment;

l

Retention should be pro-active. If someone is important to the success of the program, team or organization, she or he should be pro-actively retained
rather than reacting when the person decides to quit;

l

If someone submits a resignation, accept it. If the
person is important, make sure you let him or her
know that she or he will be welcomed back any time.
Do exit interviews to understand why a person is
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leaving, what could have been done and when that
would have not resulted in this situation;
l

If someone threatens to leave, for whatever reason,
help that person write the resignation letter. As a
policy, you should never feel cornered into shelling
out a raise or promotion or whatever without due
diligence that would be fair to everyone in your team;

l

When a person leaves just because she or he is getting 5K more in (annual) salary from another company, make sure you do not re-hire this person.
Anyone who jumps ship for miserly gains will do so
again;

l

Institute job rotation and training programs to educate and encourage more employees to gain knowledge on e-business and keep their skills current.

Some tips for employees:
l

Increase collaboration skills so that you can leverage the capabilities of all in your team. Focus on
your core competency and do what you do best and
let others contribute what they are best at;

l

Diversify your skill-set as you would your stock portfolio. Being an expert in only one programming language or tool will not take you anywhere far;

l

Learn, learn, learn new skills and be an all-rounder
rather than just a technologist/ programmer. If you
intend to specialize in certain skills, say programming, then be prepared to a limited career growth.
You may continue to get raises or more money, but
do not assume that just because you have worked
with programmers for 10 years, you can be a good
manager;
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l

Be in control of your own career and its development. No one owes you your career.

Some tips for the policy makers:
Now that mobility is assumed in jobs and you expect your
employees to move based on job requirements, it would help
if you could establish some policies that would help ease the
pain of moving. This will also apply for new hires that need to
relocate when they accept your offer:
l

Give cash allowances for breaking an existing lease
and to cover moving and miscellaneous expenses;

l

Help in selling the existing house and buying a new
one in the new city through a real estate agent;

l

Provide temporary housing and other amenities, like
a car for one to three months in order to help the
new employee settle down;

l

If it’s a short-term project, typically less than three
or four months, then provide incentives to rent at
the new place rather than relocate;

l

Provide some assistance to the spouse of employee
in terms of employment in the new area.

Chapter
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Update May 2018:
With hyper consolidation and evolution of omni-channel, this space has become increasingly complex
to manage. I’m sure that the marketing division of your organization can give you more insight into
the challenges and opportunities with business partners vis-à-vis your digital transformation strategy
than you would fine in this chapter.
Having said that, while you are here, why not browse through it anyways :)
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All knowledge is ambiguous.
n

JS Habgood

T

here was a time when it was easy to define a business, its partners and competitors. Companies within
an industry normally followed the same pattern of
growth, were impacted by the same external influences, had
similar histories, capabilities and competed against each other
within well-known and predictable rules of engagement. It was
easy for organizations and industry watchers to define
competitors, rivals, substitutes and opportunities for gaining
competitive advantage, using this frame of reference. Now, it’s
becoming increasingly difficult to even define an ‘industry’ as
the boundaries are becoming blurred and are constantly shifting.
With the emergence of the Internet, the concept of ‘market
space’ has become more popular. Consider, e.g. that HP
competes with Xerox in the copiers and printers’ space and on
the other hand, also competes with Kodak in the digital imaging
space! Microsoft is now a player in the cable market space and
with sites like Expedia.com, is also in the travel/tourism market
space!
Another quiet revolution underway is in the manner by
which companies are conducting business with each other; this
has created a much-hyped commerce called B2B e-commerce.
The first phase of b2b commerce activities were limited to
creating e-procurement solutions to enable the customers to
place orders online, which enabled the well-established
companies to sell directly to their customers and get rid of the
middlemen. As more and more businesses, small and large,
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want to benefit from the Internet, automation and reducing
costs, new intermediaries are coming into existence. These
new intermediaries go by many different names—“vortals” (not
to be confused with voice portals), “vortexes,” “butterfly markets,” or “net market makers”, etc. All of these serve as a ‘marketplace’ or a ‘hub’, where companies can come and conduct
business. Some of these focus on a specific vertical industry,
business process or horizontal markets like office supplies and
mediate any-to-any transactions between participating
businesses.
By some estimates, b2b e-commerce will touch the $3.9
trillion mark by 2003, which is definitely a market to run after.
There is a lot of debate whether this figure includes the existing
b2b e-commerce or is it on top of what we already have.
Whatever the net result be, there are substantial changes on
the way for you to interact with your e-partners and in more
than one way, it will impact your position in the market and
your ability to manage partner relationships.
Vortexes, butterfly markets and net market makers:
These are different terms for essentially the same business
solution; electronic hubs that focus on specific industry
verticals or specific business processes, host electronic
marketplaces and use various match-making techniques
to mediate any-to-any transactions among businesses.
They create value by aggregating buyers and sellers,
creating a critical mass of buyers and sellers and reducing
transaction costs.
Vortals: There are two definitions of ‘vortals’—the earlier
one applies to a portal website that provides information
and resources for a particular industry, also known as a
(Contd.)
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‘vertical industry’. These vortals typically provide news,
research and statistics, discussions, newsletters, online
tools and many other services that educate users about a
specific industry.
Vortals, part II: With the introduction of speech and
WAP technology to the web, many portal websites have
gone vocal; these voice-portals are also termed as ‘vortals’
by some industry analysts. These sites use text-to-speech
conversion technology to provide you with information.
Some of the early sites are Quack.com, BeVocal.com and
TellMe.com. Many of the older portals, like Yahoo! and
AOL, have also jumped on this bandwagon.
nn

The Tug-of-war

It’s a vicious war out there. It seems everyone is in a race to
control everyone else, the manufacturers want to have control
over their supplier, partners and customers; the sales channels
want to control the manufacturers and customers, while the
customers want to control everyone in the supply chain! In
b2b space, it becomes strategically crucial as to who has more
control in the entire supply chain, including inventory control,
pricing and more. The more control you have, the better you
can control the customer experience, which leads to better
profit margins and less intermediaries. Why do we see this
race to be the leader and to be ‘in control’? When Compaq
tried to follow Dell’s model to sell direct, it immediately
received a huge backlash from its established sales channel
partners, to the effect that it had to almost abandon its plan to
go direct! Because Compaq only sold through the high-touch
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sales channel—retailers, wholesalers, etc.—it had less control
over its own destiny. It’s not clear what would have happened
if Compaq tried to go direct ignoring the threats as it had a
very well-known brand among consumers. On the other hand,
Dell, at that point in time, was becoming a known brand
because of its direct sales model.
The numero uno problem with dis-intermediation is that of
channel conflict and many established businesses shy away
from taking the leap of faith precisely because of this. In my
opinion, any established brand will benefit by going direct as
long as it can show some benefits to the customers. When
defining the strategy to work with your e-partners, or moving
your partners to become e-partners, you need to look at it the
same way as you would when planning the strategy for your
end customers. Your business partners should also be made
your partners in your e-strategy by providing value proposition
related to quality, reliability, speed or service, in addition to
better prices.
In order to be ahead of the game, some manufacturers
have started creating consortiums that will act as marketplaces
or hubs, for their suppliers to come in and bid for their business.
This race is also creating strange bedfellows: Consider the b2b
joint venture between Ford, DaimlerChrysler, GM and
Renault-Nissan, that has been named ‘Covisint’. Another
example is the joint venture between Citibank and Wells Fargo
in conjunction with three technology partners that has created
a financial marketplace called FinancialSettlement
Matrix.com. This marketplace will pull together the numerous
payment mechanisms being developed by various banks and
technology firms and offer letters of credit, global settlements

257

e-Partner

and foreign exchange services, as well as incorporate electronic
checks, purchasing cards and automated clearing house (ACH)
services.
Covisint (http://www.covisint.com)
Ford, GM, DiamlerChrysler and Renault-Nissan have jointly created a B2B exchange connecting more than 50,000
prospective suppliers to the member companies—called
Covisint—which stands for collaboration, vision and
integrity. Using the Internet, Ford and the other companies
hope to change from a push model to a pull model. Instead
of the manufacturers pushing the product out to the
customer, the consumer will pull the product through the
supply chain. This will enable the companies to produce
only what will be bought by the consumers and will reduce
the risk of subsidizing unsold cars with incentives and cost
reductions that eat into corporate profits. Other benefits
will be no production delays due to shortage of any raw
material such as paint pigment, if customer feedback
changes from black cars to purple! In addition to
integrating the companies into the supply chain, Covisint
will make its members’ needs visible to anyone around
the world who thinks he could handle the order. This in
itself promises substantial cost savings by forcing
competition among the suppliers.
nn

Both these examples are an indication of the struggle
between various parties involved in business transactions to
gain control over their suppliers. To counter these attempts,
the suppliers—as a collective—may sign up with a third-party
marketplace such as CommerceOne or VerticalNet and force
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the manufacturers to come to that site to conduct business. It
is too early to declare the winners. Well-established companies
that can house their own e-marketplaces to work with both
the sell-side and the buy-side partners have a higher chance of
success than the ones using third-party solutions or
consortiums. This has introduced the term ‘co-opetition’ where
competitors join forces to gain an edge over suppliers or
customers. Price fixing has been one of the oldest form of
‘co-opetition’, but the term has been coined recently.
Different Interfaces

Cutting operational costs and streamlining various business
processes drives the first round of e-solutions or e-organizations. Gaining strategic advantage and leadership in the market will be the driving factors for subsequent e-initiatives among
business partners. Currently, most of the e-solutions are
accessed via the web, where you will have to go to the website
of your business partner or vice-versa to conduct any business
transaction which is human-to-machine interaction. The next
wave of automation is happening in the machine-to-machine
interaction with the help of a consortium like RosettaNet
(http://www.rosettanet.org), which is targetted towards major
IT and electronic components’ companies. This type of consortium would work to create and implement targetted industry-wide e-business process standards that would become a
common e-business language, aligning processes between supply chain partners on a global basis. Electronic Data Interchange (EDI) was the first incarnation of machine-to-machine
interface and these next-level of e-solutions tend to go deep
into the bowls of the corporation and conduct real-time transactions over the web.

259

e-Partner

An Overview of RosettaNet
RosettaNet is named after the Rosetta stone which, carved
with the same message in three languages, led to the
understanding of hieroglyphics. It is a self-funded, nonprofit organization created by a consortium of major IT
and electronic components’ companies. The objective of
this consortium is to establish a common language or
process for sharing of business information over the
web. The value propositions for companies that adopt
RosettaNet are cost reduction, raised productivity and
dynamic and flexible trading partner relationships. The
end-users of these companies will benefit from speed and
uniformity in purchase practices.
For the targetted industries RosettaNet provides
standards, practices and solutions for the entire supply
chain, including manufacturers, software publishers,
suppliers, wholesale distributors, resellers, shippers,
financiers and end-users.
nn

In effect, your ERP system can automatically place an
order with your supplier’s ERP system and only send your
purchasing department a notification of the order. You can
also extend your machine-to-machine interface to your
customers and automatically take an order as soon as their
inventory goes low beyond a certain point. Once implemented,
the participating organizations will reap benefits in cost
reduction and speed of execution.
Consider, e.g. that you plan to introduce a new toy—
‘scooters’—for kids. Your sales department targets about 1000
scooters per month and based on it, you have allocated a quota
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for each region and also placed orders with your supplier for
the raw materials to support the production line. With your
ERP systems interconnected with your sales partner’s and
channel’s, you will be able to get online, real time information
on how many scooters have been sold in what region. So if
you notice that the western region sold out the quota in the
first week of the product launch and other regions are following
suite, you can not only alert your suppliers for ramping up the
production but can also allocate the quota better next time
around. These types of business networks will not only permit
the organizations to have just-in-time inventory but also plan
just-in-time production.
One Large Happy Family

By media reports, it seems like the b2b initiatives are creating
one big happy family where manufacturers, suppliers, sellers and
everyone in-between are working in harmony to meet
customers’ expectations. If that were true, then there was no
need for me to write this book! In fact, there are far more
complications in establishing e-partners than targetting ecustomers and many of these hurdles are bureaucratic in nature.
As soon as the Covisint consortium was announced by the
auto-manufacturers, the Federal Trust Commission (FTC) of
the US came knocking on their doors. The FTC wanted to
examine the type of information that would be shared in the
B2B marketplace to make sure that it could not be used as a
forum for price fixing or for pressurising suppliers to lower
prices. The automakers assured the FTC and their collective
supplier partners that procurement bidding would be executed
confidentially, and that the greatest savings would come from
better inventory management and transaction efficiency, not
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from squeezing suppliers’ prices and profit margins. Even
though the FTC gave the nod to consortium, they left with a
warning to make sure that Covisint does practice responsible
competitive citizenship as can be concluded from the comment
that the FTC, “reserves the right to examine the effort as it
gets up and running.”
Big Fish, Small Fish, No Fish

The first initiatives in the b2b space have been by large organizations that either understand the nature of the beast or
want to position themselves as front-runners in e-space. The
second participants in the first wave were third-party marketplaces like VerticalNet, Commerce One, etc. The second wave
started when the manufacturers started planning how to take
control over the entire supply chain, both the buyers’ side and
the sellers’ side, by hosting their own marketplaces or creating
consortiums to host them. By the ever-hungry lawmakers and
‘well-wishers’ of the little people, this will be seen as an attempt by the big fish to swallow the small fish and so on further down the food chain. Once these marketplaces are established, what is there to stop the controllers of these b2b hubs
to encourage cutthroat competition on the buy side, to lower
their cost of supplies, while maintain strategic advantage on
the sell side, to control the sale price of their products.
Very often, it is said that the power of collective will put
pressure on these manufacturers to lower the price of their
products to almost zero! So, if all the retail sales partners of,
say Sony, decide to collaborate and exchange information on
how many customers they have that are looking for Sony
products, they can force Sony to lower the prices for these
retailers. Now, these retailers will be able to control the profit
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margin on these products by lowering the prices on slowmoving products while keeping the prices on in-demand
products at a higher level. Theoretically, it looks simple and
makes sense, but there’s lot more than just a numbers’ game,
which is why we see that companies like priceline.com cannot
get enough e-partners to sign up!
Earlier, I had mentioned about the power struggle between
the various parties involved in the supply chain, which seems
to be at the heart of some of these issues. Many large
organizations are merging or acquiring partners, competitors
or third parties to gain strategic advantage over the competitors
by creating end-to-end solutions. This ‘land grab’ strategy is
usually adopted when the industry is not sure where to focus
and tries to cover all the bases so as to sort it out later. This
may work well for organizations that have deep pockets and
have the clout to entice other companies to merge or get
acquired. But technology is also supposed to level the field for
all the players! Small and medium-sized businesses are
threatened, but many will not only survive but also flourish if
they act fast enough to acquire a niché before the big boys
come knocking.
On the other hand, the e-markets may level the field and
provide an opportunity to small and medium suppliers to
collaborate and stand up to the large buyers!
Law and Order

Then there’s a fear of litigation and close scrutiny of law. Your
business partners may be spread around the globe and when
you establish any new method of interaction with your partners,
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the lawmakers tend to take notice. While the earlier methods
of communication—paper, fax or telephone—had simple
interception techniques, it may not be the case with digital
information. When you start digitizing the information,
lawmakers want to make sure you leave a peep-hole open for
them, whether it be a private key that can decrypt any of your
information or using encryption levels that can be handled by
computers of the law enforcement agencies. Unfortunately,
it’s not just the government or the bureaucrats who would watch
you with hawk’s eyes, but also the civil lawyers who would
love to establish that you invaded a customer’s privacy by
sharing some information with your e-partners. Understanding
the laws of the land before you decide to roll off any e-solution
with your partners, will avert write-offs and other costly
mistakes.
Understanding local laws and regulations is necessary as
they may impact your technology, design and strategy decisions
and will also help you decide if it would be better to wait rather
than develop e-solutions for your partners in some of these
countries.
Shifting Sands

One of the mantras I have been repeating is: “Change is a constant,
and with the Internet, the pace of change is accelerating.” Just when
Taiwan had consolidated the design centers for semiconductor
chips, motherboards, memory for the PC industry etc. China
seems to be taking the lead for providing the same services for
the next generation of PCs and laptops. Similarly, in recent
years, offshore development and support centers have taken
off, with India and China being the front runners to provide
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these services. So, when you design your e-solutions to work
with your business partners, you may end up with the scenario
that the product definition and marketing happens in US, it is
designed in Taiwan and developed in India and is supported
by a team in China! All the parties involved will need the
same level of access to information and functional capabilities
to work together.
Your partners today may be your competitors tomorrow
and the software development lab you use may also be used
by your competitor. These shifting sands need to be considered when you define the strategy, as once the information
goes digital, there is not knowing if a copy has been saved or
passed along to your competitors or stolen due to lack of security standards. Technologies like digital watermarking and
encryption can protect information, but only to a certain degree and needs to be complimented by processes and people.
If You Build, will they Come?

So you decided to push your e-initiatives in a big way with the
vision of converting your organization to an e-organization
within next two years. A good percent of the revenue has been
slated for these initiatives and you are developing cutting-edge
solutions that should make yours and your business partners’
life easier. You have been having discussions with your most
valued partners so that they are aware and have already bought
into your vision.
A week before the launch, you go to your most-valued
partner to demonstrate the web-based order management
system, which will help them place their orders over the web.
A PC has been set up for you to demonstrate the tool and
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some key executives are present in the room to view the
demonstration. Everyone is excited and as you fire up the
browser to visit your Extranet site, the message pops up—
“This site best viewed using Internet Explorer 4.0 and above.” You
frantically search for the IE icon on the desktop but there is
none to be found! With your heart throbbing, you ask one of
the executives how to invoke IE and they tell you—“Oh! Our
corporate standard is Netscape and our IT currently supports version 4.”
WHAT the %^&*#$?!?!?! . So much for your efforts to
create a seamless e-corporation.
While you may be able to influence smaller vendors and
partners to migrate to the infrastructure that your e-solutions
work on, it will be an uphill battle to convert your larger
partners to the supported infrastructure. If it were just a case
of the browser and its versions, you can still manage it because
you would use the same logic and planning for the b2c
environment, where you are never sure what PC/browser/
OS the end customer is using. In working with e-partners, you
have to think beyond the browser, as you will be exchanging
office documents, graphic designs, data and other information
which will be viewed and used within their systems.
Your e-strategy will have to include the roadmap and IT
infrastructure of your targetted business partners because, in
order for all of it to work, the systems and the software will
have to be compatible or the data and information exchange
will have to be done in a neutral format. XML is becoming
the de facto standard for information exchange over the Internet,
but to support that, you will have to build connectors to various
systems.
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Summary
Defining a strategy to encompass business partners is tougher
than what may seem to be the case at first sight. The influencing
factors in making the b2b strategy work are much larger, as
even your business partners will have their own agenda and
strategy in mind and may resist your taking the leadership
position. The risk involved in digital information exchange
needs to be considered before you can define what information
will be exchanged and with whom. Collaboration for product
development or any other business activities brings in a
different set of benefits and information security risks, which
need to be part of the overall strategy.
The current trends in e-business solutions are—e-procurement, customer management, e-markets, content management and
delivery, and order fulfillment. The new ones that we will see
over the next year or two will be collaborative product development
and information exchange. Each of these trends and initiatives
provide an opportunity to cut operational costs by aggregating,
distributing or outsourcing operations. Cost savings can also
be realized by creating or participating in e-markets. By using
e-markets, you can reduce the selling and transaction costs
and also benefit by exposure to a wider array of suppliers,
with more potential for price competition. While e-market or
e-procurement solutions can help bring down the prices for
MRO (maintenance, repair and operation) supplies or to rid
of the surplus, they may not bring the intended strategic
advantage.
Procurement of direct materials is more complex than
MRO supplies, and it requires a more advanced e-procurement
solution than the e-markets provide. The e-procurement solution should include coordinating and optimizing procurement,
manufacturing, distribution and delivery across the supply
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chain, from the suppliers to the customers. You will benefit by
bringing all purchasing activities together under one application, with internal workflow, online sourcing and secure Internet
transactions with vendor or supplier partners. In case your
business partners are not yet ready to become e-partners, you
may want to become their e-procurement center by integrating
into their ERP systems.
Business interaction includes content and information
exchange before, during and after product development. The
product specifications, design, diagrams etc. are exchanged
while the product is still in the design or development phase
and with the launch of the product, the information exchanged
may be pricing, product availability and customer issues. All
of this information would be classified as ‘confidential’ and
will require secure channels. The product development process
will also require methods of e-collaboration, which will need
to be secured as your business partners will be spread out
geographically. If you are crossing the national boundaries, then
information exchange laws, security and encryption restrictions
will need to be taken into account when developing your ebusiness solutions.
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Update May 2018:
A little nice summary of all the concepts and thoughts shared in earlier chapters. There’s always 'one more thing'
that can be said about any topic.
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Neither a man nor a crowd nor
a nation can be trusted to act
humanely or to think sanely
under the influence of a great
fear.
n

Bertrand Russel

S

o far, I have been detailing each element of the
e-strategy in isolation. Unfortunately, in the real world
we cannot make decisions in isolation and need to
balance the needs of the organization as a whole. What may
be good for the customers may have an adverse impact on
your partners or may force you to dump some partnerships and
create new ones. Many organizations get stuck at this balancing
act and become paralyzed because of the lack of decisionmaking or a clear direction, which is usually a result of a lack
of strategy. My attempt so far has been to expose, in detail, all
the influencing factors and the elements of an e-strategy. If
you have read this book in one sitting, I’m sure the earlier
chapters will be foggy in your mind by now. So, now is a good
time to give you a test! On second thought, let’s just recapitulate
what we have learned so far and put everything in perspective.

WHERE TO?

For any strategy, e or non-e, to see the light of day, there are a
few important factors that should be kept in mind:
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l

Realism—The strategy has to be realistic in terms of
direction, risk evaluation and chances of success. This
will help you set appropriate expectations and also
measure against them;

l

Sponsorship—Corporate, executive-level commitment is essential to bring the necessary clout, connections, funding and authority to make it happen. This
can be further extended to partnership with external
resources and avoiding office politics;

l

Vision—It is essential to have the vision to understand how the Internet is evolving and how it would
impact your business. The vision would come from
an awareness of the capabilities being brought by the
new technology and keeping in pace with the paradigm shifts being introduced by this change;

l

Focus—The entire team, especially the executive staff,
need to keep the focus on the goals and objectives of
the strategy, because it is all too easy for the team
members to lose focus when technology or business
paradigm shifts happen overnight.

Lack of any one of these can have an impact—ranging
from a minor nuisance to a major disaster—on your strategy.
The stacks are raised higher for e-strategy because of unknowns
in technology, pace of change and time pressures. In order to
monitor and continue to keep the focus on the implementation of your strategy, I would recommend creating a program
office or team. The team should be given appropriate authority to deliver to the expectations set by the executive team.
When defining the strategy, keep the end in mind and
define milestones and key decisions on the timeline that would
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help you achieve the end-state. Keeping this global perspective
will help you make decisions about technologies, partnerships
and areas of focus within the organization. Ultimately, you
would need to cover the three bases—customers, employees
and partners—to have an end-to-end e-organization and to
benefit from the introduction of new technology and business
processes.

e-VERYTHING.COM

In the mid-1990s, when the Internet tsunami hit the industry, it
submerged every existing business model and left behind a
plethora of the vowel ‘e’, just as a real tsunami would leave
seaweed. Suddenly, if your company’s name did not end with
‘.com’, you were part of the ‘old’ economy! Everyday, we would
hear news about yet another dot-com that would revolutionize
the industry with the ‘e-’ version of the brick-and-mortar
business model and kill the old industry. While the dot-coms
were busy writing the obituaries of B&M companies, they were
busy understanding the rules of the game and coming back
with a vengeance by converting to brick-and-clicks and then
e-everything. Because of this mad rush to prefix every business
process with an ‘e’, a lot of confusion in terms and terminology was introduced. One man’s e-business became another’s
e-commerce and vice-versa. Rapid introduction of new tools
and technologies further added more alphabets in the soup.
And in an effort to differentiate from their competitors, the
dot-coms started introducing new terms or, worse still, created
their own meanings for the same term.
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e-Business and e-commerce are terms that are, most often, used interchangeably and are also used to differentiate
one vendor’s solution from another. However, they are different, and the difference would matter for you when you plan
your e-strategy. In both cases, the ‘e’ stands for electronic networks and the use of electronic networks, mostly the Internet,
besides the technology to improve and change business processes. e-Commerce covers outer-facing processes that touch
customers, suppliers and external partners, including sales,
marketing, order-taking, delivery, customer service and customer loyalty management. e-Business includes e-commerce,
and also covers internal processes like inventory management,
product development, risk management, finance, knowledge
management and human resources. Collectively, e-commerce
and e-business provide end-to-end ‘e-nabling’ of any organization and encompass business applications, technology infrastructure and organizational structures to support the new paradigm.
e-Commerce tends to be more glamourized than e-Business because it focusses on processes that are being more heavily transformed by the Internet. It’s also simpler, because it
involves less change as you can easily get an e-commerce site
up and running by just creating a web front-end to the existing
backend transaction systems. Cross-business integration of
websites with that of suppliers or intermediaries like hub sites,
and re-engineered business processes for order handling, purchasing or customer service can provide further efficiency for
e-commerce but are not mandatory.
e-Business, on the other hand, is less glamorous and more
grunt work because it focusses on the nuts-and-bolts of internal
business processes. e-Business requires an integration between
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many systems with less room to manoeuvre and more interdependency within and outside of any organization. Horizontal
integration between your ERP systems, CRM solutions,
content and knowledge management systems and supply-chain
management has to be developed before any quantifiable
benefit of e-business becomes visible. This requires deep
integration of old and new technologies, with radically
redesigned business processes. And for these very reasons,
e-business would also have a much greater impact on your
bottom line.
PP and T

Whenever a new business paradigm or new technology is
introduced, it is the natural tendency to focus just on technology.
Everyone, falsely, assumes that just automating an existing
process will solve a business problem and will bring in benefits
in reduced operational costs. Therefore, you would normally
see that the term ‘total cost of ownership’ is used for technology
solutions and its sustainance. Rarely would you see cost of
training, printing manuals, travel or loss of productivity being
correctly calculated or even made visible as a line item under
TCO.
What? Loss of Productivity? You thought that technology
was supposed to increase productivity! Well, if you take into
account the high turnover rate amongst the users of new
technology—employees, customers and business partners—
you may come to the realization that the constant need to train
newcomers on the technology is, in fact, reducing the efficiency
rather than increasing it. Automating an obsolete or incorrect
business process will only expedite and amplify the mistakes,
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which will lead to high costs of data clean-up, incorrect reporting and may also impact the customers.
The Internet brings in tremendous opportunity to re-engineer your organization, which does not just imply technological changes but also process and people changes. Any solution you plan to develop should take into account the PP
and T—People, Process and Technology. There should be a
balance between how each of these components is being used,
and you should avoid being lopsided towards the technology.
Customer-facing solutions and processes should be more people-centric and operational efficiency should bring in more
technological solutions.
When automatic call routing technology became pervasive
in the 1980s, many organizations decided to drastically reduce
the staff in their customer support departments to increase
operational efficiency. The reasoning went that you can use
less people to field the same number of calls by putting the
callers on hold for a certain period of time and by asking them
a series of questions that will identify the nature of the call. Very
soon, however, the strategy backfired when customers were
being put on hold for more than one hour! Ironically, it was the
technology companies that got the biggest black eye when the
media started rating customer service, based on the amount of
time it took a ‘live’ human being to answer your call. As a
reactive measure, the companies started hiring in droves or
hiring contracting agencies to handle the call volume, but then
forgot to train the people on products or customer support!
One bad decision led to another and it took the industry a
couple of years to dig itself out of this hole. In the mid to late
1990s, many organizations started advertising that their
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customer support was being manned by live staff and your call
would be received by a human being rather than a machine.
It’s critical to calculate the impact of your strategic decisions at least three to five years down the road, because any
incorrect decision will take the focus away from achieving the
strategic targets to fighting fires that could have been avoided
all together. That’s why the executives or the management
should do an impact analysis of the decisions before they are
finalized or announced to the rest of the organization or the
world. Once the impact is clear, then backup processes and
procedures need to be defined and put in place to douse the
fires that may flare up. This will help the team to continue to
focus on the long-term strategy while have secondary teams
or processes take care of the fire-fighting. In order to continue
to have a strategic advantage against your competitors,
encompass the PP and T into your planning process and you
will rarely come across problems that would force you to revise
your strategy.
Technical Details

I cannot recount the number of meetings I’ve attended where
the marketing and management staff push back engineering
presentations or discussions by saying: “Don’t bother us with
technical details!” No wonder, when the actual solution is
developed, everyone says: “But that’s not what we wanted!” On
the other hand, the technologists are only too happy to oblige,
as they would prefer to work in isolation, dreaming up what
the solution should look like and how it should function, which
results in software solutions that only an engineer can use.
Earlier, this type of behaviour and artificial boundaries could
be ignored because the impact of your technological solutions
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was contained within the boundaries of your organization,
unless you were a technology manufacturing company. With
the Internet, this attitude and separation of tasks should neither
be encouraged nor tolerated.
For e-solutions everyone in the team has to have some
knowledge about technological decisions that are being taken,
if not in the nitty-gritty of the system, then at least at the high
level. It is extremely important that the marketing and management understand how the solutions are built, not just what is
being built. An understanding of the architecture, capabilities
and limitations of the systems have to be discussed and agreed
upon before the engineering team is allowed to start developing
the solution. A failure to do so will result in cost overruns,
delayed schedules and super complex systems that may cost
more to sustain and enhance than the cost of developing them.
And, be rest assured that these will be the least of your problems,
because once you expose your e-solutions to customers and
partners, the type of issues you may face because of incorrect
or half-baked solutions will have a far worse impact.
Why has it become so critical with web solutions? Primarily, because of two important factors that impact the quality
and life of your e-solutions. The product marketing and management would have the vision of the end state in mind and
would be providing specifications that are at a very high level,
while the engineering team would be looking for specifications
for phase I of the project. All this while, the management is
thinking. “Of course, we will be able to extend the design to develop
and deliver the rest of the functional capabilities,” which have not
been specified yet, and the engineering team is busy putting
together an architecture for phase I! The second important
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factor is the pace of change and the pressures of time that the
team will face. If the technical architecture is not open, flexible
and scalable, there will be no time to go back and re-do it
correctly. Unfortunately, you will be stuck on the architecture
and the solution that comes out in phase I and you will have to
continue to carry that legacy forward unless you are willing to
delay and restart your e-initiative. Every manager that manages a technical team or a project, will need to be techincally
savvy enough to understand the details of technology and
implications of a selected design or tool set. I’m not talking
about code level or application module level details, but at the
level where she or he can understand the difference between a
software bus, a hardware bus and a commuter bus.
The same is true for all hardware, software, tools and applications that you plan to buy, build or integrate. It is imperative
that the management has visibility into and an understanding
of how everything will work together so that customer
expectations can be managed appropriately along with release
planning to meet strategic goals and objectives. It is assumed
by many that it is cheaper and easier to buy and integrate rather
than build. This may or may not be true in all the cases and
especially with e-solutions where you may have to integrate
five or more different systems after you have customized them
to meet your needs. On top of it, if you customize beyond a
certain point, you get stuck with the version of the solution
you have because it becomes very difficult to migrate to the
next version of the same product without re-applying the
customizations with the new version. This issue has been further
aggravated by the fact that you will have multiple solutions on
your e-landscape that may come from different vendors and
you will have to develop all the interfaces, e.g. the search engine
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you buy from Excalibur will have to be integrated with the
personalization solution by ATG along with the document
management system from Documentum, and so on.
The buy strategy will have a higher ROI and can provide
you with the faster speed to market if and only if the products
you buy meet at least 70 per cent of more of your requirements out-of-the-box and come with external interfaces for
most common systems. In an effort to reduce integration costs,
many of these solution vendors have partnered with other
vendors to provide an end-to-end solution for a specific business problem, e.g. content management. In order to calculate
the true cost of a buy solution, you need to include the cost of
customization, upgrades and integration, along with usual costs
like a license fee.
People

The biggest impact of the Internet revolution has been on
people, primarily employees and customers. All over the world,
companies are screaming for lack of talented people and
suddenly countries like India and China have come into the
limelight as a viable source of supplying high-tech talent. In
fact, all this ‘shortage’ is more of hype than reality. The fallacy
lies in the argument that you need very specific skills and need
then now in order to succeed. I’m appalled at the executives of
dot-coms who would rather wait six months to get an exact
match of the skill set rather than hiring a person with related
skills and training him or her in six weeks! It’s not that the
shortage is in skills but in the exact skills needed at a particular
moment in time—as if, just-in-time-skills will get you anywhere.
Understandably, there is tremendous amount of time to market
pressure, but common sense should prevail when you cannot
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get people with exact matching skills. Any developer who has
worked in ‘C’ can easily pick up Java coding skills within a
matter of weeks. By looking at alternate methods of hiring,
you can avoid paying the premium for the skills in hot demand
and also increase your recruitment pool by going after people
with the right attitude and related skills.
With the Internet being touted as a brand, spanking-new
technology, age has become another discriminating factor, with
many executives assuming that the younger you are the more
technology savvy you would be. This would be like saying
that just because you bought the latest Mercedes, your driving
skills developed on an old Ford are of no use. Another point
to keep in mind is that the Internet has been around since the
late 1960s and the underlying technology of TCP/IP and the
software tools and principles to build it are still valid today.
The new, red-hot technologies are just derivatives of the old
and the design and programming skills that were applicable in
the early days of computing, still apply today. The companies
that bring in new technologies want you to think otherwise,
because that is the only way they can sell you their consulting
services or differentiate from their competitors. In hiring, you
need to use common sense and stay away from fads. As skills
become more specialized and narrow, you need to focus on
two primary attributes—attitude and aptitude for learning. If
a person has a healthy attitude, she or he will create a positive
work environment and even if the current skills are becoming
obsolete, it would not be very difficult to learn the new skills if
there’s an aptitude for learning. People who refuse to change
with time carry forward the legacy in systems and that is one
skill you would want to avoid at all costs.
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Businesses that have had nothing to do with the Internet
have also been impacted by this perceived shortage of resources. With the lure of easy money, many executives have
walked away from high-paying, long-term jobs with established
companies to become part of the Internet revolution. This
dynamism in the market has created a vicious circle and employees are now being viewed as the king.
On the other side of the spectrum, the customer has always
been the king and with the Internet, they are more so. The bar
of customer expectations has been raised because of the
visibility and information provided by the Internet. Consider
the scenario: One of your customers has some problem with
your product and has been unable to get it solved through
your customer service department. Frustrated, she logs on to
the Internet and posts a message in a news group or a chat
room and finds out that many others have had the exact same
problem! One lawyer in the chat room picks the issue and
promises to represent all these customers and before you know
it, you have a product liability suit against you.
The democratization of information, combined with the
power of the collective has given the customers a unique position against the corporations. As more and more people get
online, everyone, including the governments, will feel the heat
from this collective. You will need to have a very clear strategy and policies to be prepared for dealing with situations that
would have never crossed your mind a couple of years ago.
First, the information became free, then the products, and
now services are being provided for free—all this in exchange
for a little information about the customers or their agreement
to view advertisements while they use the free product or enjoy
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the free service. The new term that got introduced was ‘zero
price strategy’, which meant that in order to reach the Internet
customers, you have to give away your product or service for
free and have some other source of revenue. Microsoft used
this strategy to kill off the competition by giving away the IE
browser and many other Internet related utilities aimed at
consumers. Hotmail used this strategy to provide free e-mail
services and used it in combination of viral marketing to gain
market leadership and brand name recognition in an extremely
short period of time.
Even age-old business practices are being challenged,
making it extremely difficult to gain a competitive edge over
your competitor. If you plan to use a personalization product
on your e-commerce site, your competitor can use the same
product to provide the same capability within a month! Litigation hawks or lawyers scrutinize every move and jump from
chat room to chat room to get a whiff of any action that can
bring them some business. While dynamic pricing i.e. haggling and special discounts for special or regular customers is
a very acceptable and known practice in offline business, it
became a reason for litigation against amazon.com when it tried
to use this practice to attract and retain customers. Because of
the litigation, amazon.com had to refund the difference to other
customers, who were charged the regular price! Business policies, practices and intellectual property will need to be appropriately defined and protected to avoid embarrassment later.
Other Influences

Organizations have also to deal with other external pressures
like legislation, the government, media etc., and not just the
decisions around the creation and implementation of a strategy.
These influencing factors need to be closely watched and the
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need to address them at very short notice has to be planned
for. Legislation watchdogs and similar agencies can help you
keep on top of what’s happening in the outside world and can
also help you steer clear of any troubled waters. As the Internet
game unfolds, politicians are getting educated about it and that
means that they will try their best to retain the controls they
are accustomed to and find ways to do the same in the digital
world.
Till date, almost all the governments have adopted handsoff policies towards Internet-related businesses (other than
pornography). It’s not that the power-hungry leaders of
mankind have suddenly had a change of heart, it’s because
they do not understand how to tackle this paradigm shift and
were completely taken by surprise. The leaders are taking this
hands-off approach to avoid looking stupid and to position
themselves as ‘keeping up with times’ or being technology
savvy. As soon as they understand the game and the real impact
of the Internet, you can be rest assured that this understanding
would be followed by appropriate legislation. Even in case of
pornography, it was interesting to see that as soon as rumours
started about government crackdown on these businesses,
overnight most of these businesses shifted their servers to
countries that had a lax attitude towards this trade. On the
other hand, the US Republican Party did not think twice about
posting, on the Internet, the most intimate details about the
President Clinton’s affair with Monica Lewinsky, which by any
decent standards, would have constituted pornographic!
Currently, businesses are a step ahead of political leaders, but as more technology-savvy individuals become leaders
or the leaders become technology-savvy, we will see some
movement in that space and you better prepare for it now. If
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you plan to have global e-commerce operations, it would be
better if you spend time to educate yourself with the business
guidelines for the targetted country or the region of a country
along with demographic information. For example, if you plan
to target customers in Asian or South American countries, you
need to have alternate payment methods other than creditcards or people will visit your site but will not be able to buy
anything. To carry the example further, you may get a good
response from a winter sale during December from customers
in North America or Europe, but don’t count much response
from Australia because it would be peak summer there.
Talking about the bureaucracy, it is interesting to see many
futile attempts by many governments at ‘controlling’ the Internet. China wants to monitor Internet usage of its citizens, VSNL
(Videsh Sanchar Nagam Limited) in India wants to block all
VoIP sites like Dialpad.com! On the other hand a tiny island,
Tuvalu, located in south pacific doubled its annual budget by
selling its ‘.tv’ domain name suffix to Dot.tv, a Southern California startup! Can the boneheads in China and India account
for the amount of tax money they will be spending in an effort
to ‘control’ the Net ? Is it practically possible to monitor usage
of 100 million users in China, assuming less than 10% of its
population gets connected? Similarly, as soon as VSNL blocks
one VoIP site, many others spring up with better voice quality
and more (free) calls to more international destinations. Internet
is all about more opportunities rather than more control.
The tiny island of Tuvalu, located in South Pacific saw its
annual budget double since it sold its ‘.tv’ domain name
to ‘Dot.tv’, a Southern California startup. Tuvalu agreed
(Contd.)
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to sell its assigned country code suffix in exchange for $1
million per quarter—adjustable for inflation—with a cap
of $50 million over 10 years. In addition, the nation holds
a 20% stake in the company.
Tuvalu plans to use all this extra money for hospitals,
schools and police services. Talk about ‘smart bureaucrats’,
which is more of an oxymoron in itself!
nn

Another bureaucratic organization that has fallen prey to
the dot-com wave is the intellectual property protection agency,
namely patents and trademarks organization. When the patent
office in US started handing out patents for business processes
like reverse auctions (priceline.com) and features like ‘1click’ shopping (amazon.com), it opened the floodgates and
organizations scrambled to patent and protect whatever can
be termed as intellectual property. This itself can be a major
influencing factor on your e-solutions and their implementation
just as Barnes & Nobel had to change their checkout process
from single click to multiple clicks because amazon had
‘patented’ the feature of single-click checkout process! More
time, money and energy is bound to get wasted in litigation
and defining if the ‘business process’ you adopted with your
e-strategy has ben patented by some or the other dot-com. In
fact, failing dot-coms may see this as a money making
proposition and the lawyers will be more than happy to oblige.
The media has always played a large role in influencing
businesses and they continue to do so with zeal. The right role
of the media is to be a watchdog and alert the public of any
wrong-doing by a corporation, industry or any other entity.
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Unfortunately, in order to grab attention, the media tends
to sensationalize every bit of news. They tend to select a
single case and then generalize across the entire industry. When
reporting a case of digital identity theft, the media fails to report
that similar cases happen even without any help of the Internet.
This event will soon be linked to the protection of customer
privacy and if your organization plans to collect any type of
personal information, you better have a privacy policy defined.
No matter that the practice of collecting private data and selling it
to other businesses has been there for quite sometime, but now
that it is done by a new type of business (e-commerce), suddenly
it comes under scrutiny again. Just like the bureaucracy, the
media too is yet to understand the full impact of the Internet.
While the bureaucracy can, for the time being, still enjoy
little or no impact from the Internet, the media, unfortunately,
is running out of time. The Internet is not only threatening the
content creation and reporting, but also its distribution and
consumption. Earlier, the evening newscast or the morning
paper would have brought you the latest news, but with the
Internet, these media only report what you already may know
and that too from a reporting agency right in the place where
the event happened. To add insult to injury, technology-savvy
criminals or even average people with fraudulent intentions
use the media to make a short-term gain. I mentioned a case
in Chapter 8 (e-mployees) about Emulex, where someone created a genuine-looking news release about the company and
posted it on the Internet. Almost all of the reputed media—
CNN, Bloomberg, CNBC etc. took bait and reported the news
and the stock of Emulex fell from $110 to $43 in a matter of
hours. Later, it was discovered that the news release was a
complete hoax and all of the media was taken for a ride. The
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suspect was reported to have made about $240,000 in profit
from this hoax!
Life in the Fast Lane

If I have to single out only one paradigm shift brought by the
Internet, I would pick acceleration of pace. Since the advent of the
Internet, we have started measuring everything in Internet time,
which is measured as one calendar year being equal to four
Internet years. Without any doubt, this is going to accelerate
further as the tools and technologies mature and new ones are
introduced as a replacement. The average half-life of any new
technology is being halved every 18 months and we are left in
a never-ending upgrade cycle. With faster machines and faster
software fuelled by the hype created by the media and the creators of the new technologies, the businesses will find it extremely
difficult to ignore the adoption of these technologies.
Will business models change? Yes. Will the fundamental
nature of business change? Not in the foreseeable future. So what
this means to you is that you will be forced to take decisions
faster without having the luxury of conducting a complete
analysis. Decision-making aside, implementing decisions and
strategies will be further accelerated because of the demands of
customers, competition and financial analysts. Currently, the
customers are happy with a delivery time of three to five business
days and do not mind paying extra for expedited delivery. The
time is not far when the customers will demand delivery of goods
within the hour or less without willing to pay any shipping
charges. The employees will demand more flexibility, more
information and control over their lives and career. The business
partners and financial analysts, on the other hand, will demand
more insight into the workings of your organization and access
to information and decisions as they happen.
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When you add all these influences and mix it with a worldwide distributed network like the Internet, you get a lethal
combination that can destroy even a well-established company
in a matter of weeks or months or even hours, if your stock
takes a dive after a hoax report! As it was said in Star Wars—
May the force be with you.
nn

n

Chapter

11

e-Frontiers

Update May 2018:
When my editor asked me to write a chapter on how I see all of this evolving; I poured myself some
single-malt and lit a cigar to get my thinking hat on (just kidding!).
Read this chapter just for the fun of it.
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If you do not actively
participate in creating the
future you want, you have no
right to complain about the
future you get!
n

Rajeev Nanda

W

hat does the e-future look like? Is it scary,
utopia or what? Will we all lose our privacy
and will be tagged and tracked 24 hours a day?
In some cases, the readers may be interested to know which
technologies or companies to invest in: I wish somebody could
say for certain. The approach I am going to take is similar to
any other fortuneteller—make enough predictions that even if
only some of them come true, I can stake a claim by just
focussing on the ones that happen to be true! Jokes aside, it is
not that difficult to predict which way the Internet is heading
and how it will impact our lives. The fundamentals are already there and all we need to focus on is which trends are
likely to survive and where we would draw the line, in terms
of intrusion of privacy or being connected.
In the near term, peer-to-peer technology is going to
explode and will be touted by everyone as being the killer technology for Internet after e-mail. Again, everyone will be in the
awe phase for this technology as they grasp the true power
behind it and will very soon move into the second phase of
fear and frustration. This will happen as soon as everyone realizes that now, their PC’s hard disk is completely susceptible
to cyber attacks and the industry realizes that they have lost
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complete control over intellectual property. Media will report
cases of privacy loss and how the consumers can ‘protect’ themselves and all this while people around the globe will be merrily exchanging digitized information!
Irrespective of what happens in the near term, peer-topeer will evolve to become one of the killer applications for
the Internet and may even make e-mail obsolete. Looking back
from the future, current e-commerce models and applications
will look like school projects and the e-universe will become
completely transparent. Let’s peek into the future and see what
net may be cast. For avoiding brain explosion and damage, I
will just focus on Internet technologies and not divert into
biotechnology and other advancements that will complement
the Internet and bring in really mind-boggling changes.

A PREVIEW OF LIFE IN 2007

It’s 6 a.m. and the radio next to your bed is giving you a wakeup call. It’s not an ordinary radio from today’s standards, it
has a broadband connection to the Internet and can tune into
millions of stations around the world. The sound that is waking you up today is not a music station or a buzzer but the
sound of your brother, thousands of miles away, as you had
requested him to wake you up so that you can together call
your parents on their anniversary. While you are in the process of waking up, the house wakes up too, as lights of your
bedroom and bathroom are automatically turned up. While
you are brushing your teeth and freshening up, you are also
having conversation with your brother via the radio.
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As you step into your living room, the radio hands over
control to the video panel in your living room and automatically
switches it on, without any break your conversation. Now you
can see your brother on the screen and you place a call to your
parents, who accept the call by switching on their TV. After the
greetings, you get into other conversations and notice that there’s
a party going on in your parent’s house. You can see your cousins
and other relatives in the background and they stop by to
exchange hellos and find out how you are doing. Your parents
inform you that they are planning to visit you during the New
Year. You invite your brother to come over so that you can plan
a family re-union and also mention that you’ll let your sister
know about it. She could not attend the call because of the local
time in her place would be past mid-night. You end the call by
tentatively confirming the plans and sign-off.
Meanwhile, many things have happened in the background so
far. Your house has automatically switched from night-security to perimeter security. Your security service provider has been notified accordingly, which operates around the globe and switches the watch
from one-time zone to another so that someone is always watching
your home while it is in high-security modes. When you were making
plans with your family, your calendar, along with your brother and
parents’, got updated to show a tentative plan. A message was sent to
your sister with a summary of the call and a preview of video clips
along with the plan on her calendar. A bid was sent out to various
airlines for the scheduled dates and tentative reservations were made
on your family members’ behalf.
You pick up your newspaper, which has been published
only for you. The front-page shows your name and address
and the entire layout of the paper is as you had personalized
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with your ‘Information Service Provider’. Even the news stories
are on the subject and region of the world you are interested
in. The stories are in continuation because you have specified
in your personalized settings that you do not like flipping pages
between the news stories. The front-page is divided into various
sections and gives you a dashboard view of today’s paper with
sections like the ‘Latest News’, ‘Follow-Up News’, ‘Today’s
Summary’, ‘Events and Reminders’ and ‘Family News’ among
others. The front-page only contains summaries with page
numbers where details of that section can be found. The ‘latest
news’ section contains all the new news items from around the
world on topics of your interest, e.g. political news from US,
Japan, UK; archaeology from Egypt, entertainment from
Hollywood and Bombay; semiconductor news from China and
Taiwan, etc. The ‘Follow-Up’ news section contains the updates
on news that you have tagged to be followed, e.g. the
semiconductor manufacturing industry news item from three
days ago that mentioned some labour crisis in China. Today’s
summary provides an update on what is planned for discussion
in the congress today in the countries that you follow. The
‘Events and Reminders’ show you your today’s appointments
and reminders on upcoming events that you should act upon,
e.g. a week ago this section reminded you of your parents’
anniversary and today it has a reminder from your sister to
make sure you call your parents. The ‘Family News’ section
shows photographs from your parents’ anniversary party inprogress halfway around the globe and shows the summarized
list of guests. Another section may contain financial news that
shows how your portfolio is doing and other financial data.
You pour yourself coffee (oh! Did I forget to mention that
the coffee pot started the brewing when it got a message from
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your alarm-clock/radio that you are awake) and sit down with
the newspaper. The ‘newspaper’ you are holding is not made
of paper but of a paper-thin LCD panel that has a touch and
feel of the paper. A paperboy does not deliver the newspaper
to your house, rather, you buy the ‘hardware’ from any shop
and then subscribe to an Information Service provider. Or it is
provided, for free, by your Information Service provider and
is automatically kept up-to-date using a wireless web, so no
matter when you read it, you get the latest news. It’s now about
6:45 a.m. and your family is now waking up. Your spouse and
kids come into the living room and call up your parents to
wish them a happy anniversary. The party is almost over and
you can see your aunt helping to clean-up in the background.
You chime in for a couple of minutes and then proceed towards your home office.
In the background, your ‘home office’ has been informed that you
are now awake and may step into your office any time soon. The
‘office’ has started collecting and synchronizing your meeting schedule
and information related to meetings or discussions. The messages and
information have been sorted out and categorized based on projects,
just the way you had specified. Your cell-phone, which also is your
PDA, has been synchronized and reminders have been set.
The panel on the wall shows your updated calendar for
today and messages for you. Because you had set filters to
block work-related messages while ‘at home’, these messages
were delivered to your ‘office’. The first meeting you have is
with your customers in Japan, and that will include your team
from India and the US for discussions. There are no alerts for
the meeting so you assume everything is as planned and the
data you have is the most current. You initiate the meeting by

298

e-verything.com

inviting your teams and have a brief discussion on the topics
that you want to cover with the customers and then invite the
customers into the meeting.
Even though you are dressed in your pyjamas and have not yet
showered, the image on the screen is your ‘official’ persona. This persona is automatically activated as soon as you enter the ‘office’ and
represents you in meetings. The persona keeps the lips and gestures in
sync based on what you are saying and automatically filters background noises, view and any questionable words that you happen to
say. The other thing to notice is that even though you are speaking in
the language of your choice, the customers are hearing everything in
their local language and so are your teams. In effect, the customers are
hearing and speaking Japanese, the team in US is hearing and responding in English and the team in India is using Hindi for conversation. The real-time translation services and ‘persona’ services come
to you courtesy of your corporate IT services.
When the meeting is over, a summary of the meeting notes
is sent to the relevant people and the actions required are automatically sent to everyone’s task scheduler, while a complete log of the meeting is archived in the corporate network.
The next meeting you have is a face-to-face meeting at the
office, so you go back into the house to get ready and see that
your family is on the table having breakfast and are ready to
leave. After some casual conversation, you step into the bathroom to shower and get ready for the trip to office. While you
are having breakfast, the panel on the wall informs you that
your boss wants to talk to you and automatically routes the
call from the office to the living room and gives you a 5 seconds’ delay to prepare for the call. Your boss had already seen
the summary of the meeting and had couple of questions for
clarification.
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As you stepped out of the home office, the office was set in ‘away’
mode and your phone accepted incoming calls and informed the caller
that you were away. While you were in the shower, your family left
the house and the house switched to ‘secure’ mode. It switched back to
perimeter secure mode when you stepped out of the bathroom.
You pick up your cell-phone and leave for office. When
you close the door behind you, the house automatically
switches to ‘full-security’ mode. You open the car door, and
start driving towards the office and switch on the radio for
some music.
As soon as you touch your car door’s handle, you are authenticated by the ‘security provider’ to unlock the door. Your home office
phone screens and routes calls to your car, which will automatically
‘pause’ the radio if you choose to accept it. The house has now switched
back to high-security mode and the security provider is notified.
Your can radio does not just tune to independent broadcasters on the AM and FM bands, but also has an Internet
connection for streaming feeds of your liking. Your ‘Content
Provider’ takes voice commands to play you the music you
want or any other event that you would like to listen to. You
can also request an update to the news stories that you read in
the morning or an update on your stock portfolio. The content provider knows your collection and will automatically play
new music from the artists you have in collection or similar in
genre. If you like a song being played, you can request the content provider to add it to your collection, again using voice
commands. You can also request the content provider to send
the song to your sister as she enjoys similar music. Of course,
the sampling will be free of charge and she can buy it for her
collection if she likes it.
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When you reach your office you head to the meeting room and
your phone automatically switches to meeting mode. The callers will
be informed that you are in meeting and the filters will only allow
emergency calls to go through. As the phone also has your calendar, the
caller (only if authorized) can choose to listen to your schedule for
today and know what time you’ll be available.
As you go through the day, everything around you shifts and
changes based on what you are doing, where you are and what you
may be doing next. The various service providers that you have signed
up with, will anticipate your needs at every step and will work
seamlessly, transparently, to provide you with products and other services that may interest you.
When you reach back home the door automatically gets
unlocked because the house ‘recognizes’ you and there is no
need of carrying any keys. You notice that the family is already gathered around the TV in the living room and you also
join them. They have been watching the ‘family channel’ where
your parents’ anniversary party is being replayed. During the
show you are being offered to buy the rights to this broadcast
and are being reminded that it will only be available for free
for the next one week. After watching the party, you switch to
the ‘news channel’ and the reporter starts updating you on the
news stories you have been following.
After dinner, you all go back to the TV and switch to the
family channel to find out who, from your family and friends,
is available. Your daughter invites your cousin to a game of
chess and while you are in the game, other family members
join in to watch your game from all around the world. As bedtime draws near, you bid goodnight to everyone and switch
off the TV.
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Later, when everyone goes to bed, the house switches back to highsecurity mode and the lights are automatically shut-off with appropriate night lighting left on.
All These Providers

Currently, you subscribe to or pay for many different service
providers, e.g. newspapers and magazines for information,
banks and other financial institutes for financial services, cable services for entertainment, etc. The onus is on you to sort
out the items of interest and ignore the rest by flipping pages.
Even though you bought a car a few months ago and are not
planning to buy another for at least a couple of years, you
receive pages after pages of classified advertisements. On the
other hand, you are thinking of buying some new furniture,
but you don’t find much advertisements or names of businesses
that deal in the type of furniture you want. Primarily, the businesses advertise based on statistics and generalizations. If the
statistics show that people tend to buy or replace furniture
during Christmas holidays, that’s when you will see the advertisements for furniture and good discounts too. This, in fact,
becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy because people tend to put
off buying something to a period when they know they will
get good prices and good selection.
With the Internet and supporting technologies like
personalization, the services and products can be fine-tuned
to your needs and requirements. If some provider in your
neighbourhood does not do it, then someone else, maybe
halfway across the world, will do it. Over time, specialized
service providers will emerge to meet your needs and fulfill
your needs by procuring things you need from around the
world. In fact, not just material things but even services like
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security, information, entertainment etc. will be provided that
is fully personalized for you.

Information Providers

Do you read the entire newspaper every day? Do you read all
the articles in all of the magazines you subscribe? What about
books? If you consider the amount of information being thrown
at us every day, it is astounding how we can keep up. On the
other hand, the human mind has a built-in feature of sorting
things that are automatically sorted, compressed and stored
appropriately. But there is a limit to how much information
can be absorbed by our brains without impacting other
functions. As one of my friends once said: “let me depress you
further—this information overload is going to increase
manyfolds in the coming years!”
With the increase in information and its sources, the
quality and reliability of any information will be questioned,
as faking a news item will not require any special skills or
communication channels, just a good web design tool and
posting to a website or news group will do. This, in turn, will
put more pressure on reputed information providers like CNN,
ABC News, CNBC, BBC, WSJ etc. to validate a news or report
before ‘accepting’ it for publication. Similar to product brands,
information brands will need to be developed stronger and
will vie for your business in a more granular way than what is
done today.
Today, many personalized portals like myYahoo! provide
limited capabilities to aggregate information from multiple
sources into one view, but still lack the full capability of
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delivering the same news in a printed form or a more portable
format that can be folded, kept in the pocket or read in places
that are 30,000 feet above the ground. The information
providers of tomorrow will let us subscribe to information in a
more targetted way, e.g. you should be able to get the editorials
from Wall Street Journal, New York Times, world news on politics
from the BBC, financial news from Bloombergs and WSJ, stock
updates from CNBC and regional news from CNN. To top it
all, we will be able to get the information every day in paper,
electronic and any other form we choose. The capability to
tag any news item for follow-up, save for collection or buy
rights for distribution and duplication will be included and
seamlessly integrated with your ‘storage provider’. The current
limitation of channel selection based on the partnerships of
the information aggregator will be done away with, and
information or content syndication will be completely de-linked
from information or content distribution.
Content syndication will also become granular and
independent. This will enable services like allowing your
mother or any other family member to provide you with daily
news from your hometown, no matter where on earth it
belongs! Imagine reading or listening to news from your friends
and family about what is happening in their neck of the woods
along with their ‘expert commentary’, that you may have
missed earlier. If you are a software developer in Silicon Valley
and your family is back in India, currently the only options
you have are telephone or e-mail (provided your family has a
PC and net access) to keep in touch. What if your friend could
affiliate with your Information provider to keep you in touch
with what all is happening in that part of the world. He can
‘interview’ your father or ‘political-savvy’ uncle to comment
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on the latest developments and send them to you, as they
happen!
The same concept can be extended to any information or
content syndication, the main task of the Information aggregator would be to authenticate and filter the information based
on your preferences. Another interesting fact to notice is that
the aggregators and providers may be spread around the world
and will not be limited to any specific geography.
Security Providers

What are our options in regard to security? For home security,
we can rely on the police, a security agency that will wire our
houses for intrusion alarm system and also provide monitoring services, or hire a security guard. For personal security, we
can again rely on the police, hire a security guard or carry
some type of deterrent like pepper spray or a cell-phone that
can be used for calling help if needed. The geographic regions
and agencies that operate within that region, limit the choices
for all these services.
What if you could ask your mom or brother or sister to
keep an eye on your home while you are away? What if you
had a choice of getting all your security needs taken care of by
an agency that operates half-way around the globe? These
choices will explode in the future as second or third generation
of Internet technologies get developed. Using webcams and
biometrics authentication, in combination with broadband
wireless connections, you can be protected from anywhere
around the world and the ‘security watch’ can shift from timezone to time-zone to make sure live people are present to
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handle any emergency. Suddenly, the neighbourhood watch
programs will take a totally new dimension! Even if you don’t
want to hire an agency for security, you will be able to subscribe
to a free-for-all service on the web, where you can ask you mom
to ‘keep an eye’ on your house while you are on vacation—no
matter that she lives thousands of miles away.
Using similar technologies, your car can be smart enough
to know when to shout for help and how to reach you if someone is trying to steal it or tow it away. The scream for help
may not be audible, as it can be a message sent to your cellphone and another to the nearest police station along with a
snapshot of the person trying to break-in.
With a combination of GPS (Global Positioning System)
and wireless web, you will soon have a function in your cellphone which will actually become a misnomer, as it will be a
lot more than just a cell-phone, where you can switch to ‘trackme’ or ‘high-security’ mode. Switching to this mode will automatically alert your family member(s) and security provider
that you want to be kept track of. This type of feature will
come in handy when you go out for a hike into the woods and
now seem to have lost your way. Consider a wireless tracking
device that can alert you if it goes out of a specific range! Many
parents would love to give this device to their teenagers before
they go on a date.
This type of capability to provide security to yourself, your
family, your assets and possessions will become easier and
cheaper as the Internet becomes more widely available with
robust wireless and encryption technologies.
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Entertainment Providers

Similar to information and content, entertainment is today
produced for mass consumption. It becomes your responsibility to track the program listing and timing and you better be
there in person to enjoy the program. Time-shifting is possible
using VCRs and with new gadgets like TiVo, but they still
require you to set up a schedule and make sure you have the
cassette in place before you can record. For movies and other
programs that are available on video, they can be rented if
your neighbourhood store carries them.
What if you had a selection of not just what program to
watch but also when and how? The choices are not in hundreds
but in millions? What if you could arrange the sequence of
programs the way to want to watch them and categorize in
channels that make sense to you? Similar to the concept I talk
about under information providers, the concept of entertainment
providers will emerge. This will enable you to subscribe to only
one (if you wish to) provider and get all your entertainment
through them. The provider will let you specify what topics
interest you or, specifically, what content you wish to view from
which syndication? So you may choose to see local news from
Fox, world news from BBC, science news from Discovery, and
put it all in a channel that you name ‘World News’. Even movies
and other TV shows can be categorized into various segments
and you can select what to watch and when. You may even get
to specify the actors or actresses you like and any new movie
or event that includes them will automatically be added to your
‘to be viewed’ list.
As with the print media, even in entertainment space, content syndication will become independent and de-coupled from
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the media agencies of today. With the Internet, you should be
able to listen to the music collection of your brother, watch
vacation movies of your sister and any party events at your
parents’ or other family members or friends. When someone
gets married in your extended family and you are not able to
make it, just ask him or her to broadcast the ceremony on
your ‘Family and Friends’ channel!
All your entertainment needs come to you in one box
and through one provider that let’s you personalize the entire
domain as per your liking. Things like audio or video on demand will become as freely available as e-mail is today. Your
choice of content and entertainment will follow you no matter
where you go, the same way your e-mail etc. follow you today
no matter if you sign on to your ISP in the US or in India.
Other Providers

You are on vacation and are constantly shooting video using
your digital camcorder and rather than the images being stored
on a media inside the camera, the video is being transferred
directly to your storage provider. Obviously, this is possible
because of the wireless mega-bandwidth that is provided to
you by your ISP. Your ‘Family Network Services Provider’
gets an alert that you are uploading your vacation video and
one person is assigned to the project. She or he initiates a project
for editing the footage and also selects and marks the frames
that will be converted to prints. At the end of your vacation,
the regional offices of your FNS provider are informed, that
cut a DVD of the vacation package, print the frames and deliver it to your family members around the world. The same
DVD or raw footage will be available to your family and friends
on their ‘Family and Friends’ channel, which they can view for
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free for a limited time and can choose to buy the rights to
video for keeping in their collection.
Education, as we know today, will cease to exist. Worldwide
universities and schools will become, you guessed it, ‘Education
Providers’! Elementary and middle schooling may not change
to a large extent, as they would still serve as the foundation of
higher education. High school onwards, you will be able to
choose and subscribe to courses taught by any school around
the world. So, you may get your (compressed) MBA from
Harvard Business School or Berkley University and technology
courses from MIT or whatever you choose. All of this will be
delivered to the place of your choice rather than you travelling
to far-off places to get the education. Other than changing the
structure and delivery mechanism of education, even the
course’s length and content will change more frequently to
meet industry requirements. Corporations will subscribe to
these compressed courses to keep their employees up-to-date
with changes in technology and industry.
Around the house, we already talked about the security,
but what about ‘home gallery provider’. What the heck is HGP,
you may ask? Well, today we go to various shops, museums
and buy prints or paintings that are framed and put up on the
wall. We also enlarge our family pictures or assemble them as
a collage and put them on a wall. The kids grow up, the seasons change but our ‘home gallery’ remains the same for many
years because of the effort involved to replace the pictures.
Once the plasma and LCD panels become cheap and similar
new technologies are developed, we will just hang these ‘panels’ on the wall and our HG provider will provide the (digital)
paintings, pictures and even videos that are streamed live over
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the net. The panels will have built in wireless net connection
using technologies like bluetooth making these panels ‘live’.
The paintings will automatically change with seasons, of course
within your list of preferences, and may even show photographs of your kids, grandkids or any other family members
or sibling that are fed directly by appropriate sources. You
may have a panel that is designated ‘sunsets’ that continuously
shows sunsets from around the world that is streamed over
the Internet. Another panel may be tagged as ‘grandkids’ that
will automatically update as soon as new photographs are
clicked and are supplied to your storage provider.
My, Mine and Me

When everything you do or you want to get done resides in
one or the other database, what happens to privacy? I would
compare the privacy issues of today to the type of issues that
are raised whenever a new technology or service is introduced.
Would you want to live without a TV or refrigerator or
telephone today? When cordless telephone was introduced,
there were security and privacy concerns raised by many because you could tune to an FM frequency and listen to all cordless phone conversations of your neighbour. Soon, everyone
realized that no one has the time to ‘listen in’ to your conversations and even if they did, the convenience factor of a cordless
phone outweighs the loss in conversation privacy. But soon
after that, companies added a ‘secure’ feature to their cordless
phones to encrypt your conversation between the handset and
the base, which mooted all issues. Similar issues were raised
by many public well-wishers when credit-cards were introduced, because now the business could track your purchase
habits, patterns and sell the data to other companies or use to
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push products to you. Again, the public voted with their wallets
because the convenience of carrying the plastic outweighed
the loss in privacy.
Whenever I hear or read about issues related to loss of
privacy because of the Internet, I am reminded of the song by
Sting, ‘Nothing bout me ’ from his album Ten Summoner’s Tales.
As the environment changes, people adapt and as people adapt,
the environment is forced to change again. The same issues
and choices lie ahead for you and you can choose not to participate and be content with the results you get or participate
partially and reap some benefits or charge full thrust ahead
and get the full benefits of new technologies. The human mind
is very capable of filtering out noise and with the increased
number of brands and advertising, you will gain an amazing
capability to ignore what does not interest you. Remember
that the ultimate decision will still lie with you and unless you
are stupid enough to authorize a merchant for automatic deduction from your checking account, you will still control where
your money gets spent.
Ultimately, it will be an individual choice and decision to
weigh the benefit of everything revolving around you and your
preferences or the value of your information. I hope you would
find a nice balance somewhere between the two extremes.
PC and the Privacy

So far, the examples I have used seem to position that in a net
centric future, we will have to forgo our intimate details in
order to enjoy any of the conveniences brought by the connected world! That is not true as the good old PC will come to
our rescue. In fact, PC will not be a PC anymore, it will be
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morphed into a more intelligent device that will be hidden in
a basement or attic or wherever you wish to put it. The PC
will become your gatekeeper and will provide a unique identification to many or all of the service providers that will be
de-coupled from your actual identity. Intelligent e-commerce
and personalization software will manage and filter information
with minimal information being sent back to the providers.
Even though Intel faced a lot of flak when it introduced
the processor serial number, I think a feature like that can
provide the consumers the ultimate privacy and security. Consider, for example, that when you subscribe to all these various service providers you identify yourself with just the serial
number and nothing more. So, all your information and content is provided to your PC and it is then distributed to various panels, gadgets or appliances around the house by wireless technology. Yes, it would require some of your time to
setup all your preferences and personalization rules at the PC,
but that would be a one-time task and if you value your privacy enough, it will be will worth it. As more and more powerful PCs arrive, voice recognition and speech synthesis will
bring more natural interaction between man and machine along
with realistic game playing in a collaborative environment.
Over time, Internet will become more of a distribution channel and PC the consolidator of all the information.
Depending upon your comfort with privacy issues you
will be able to set filters and personalization at the source itself
or at the PC. In the near future you will see both sides of the
fence arguing about benefits and risks of making once choice
over the other.
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As the World Shrinks

The possibilities are astounding and limited only by one’s
imagination. Once everything becomes digital, we can shape
it, bend it, morph it the way we want it. We can reproduce it
multiple times without any loss in the quality of information
and exchange it with family, friends and strangers around the
world. The Internet has shrunk down the world to a manageable size. It has brought people together and made things possible that were unimaginable just a few years ago.
A close friend of mine got married and moved to a different part of the world. One day, I thought of locating my friend
and it took me less than 10 minutes to get in touch with someone who gave me the e-mail address and the phone number of
the friend I was looking for! Could this have been possible
without the Internet? May be, but I would bet the time taken
and the cost would have been prohibitive factors. With the
Internet, however, my total cost of the entire transaction was
ZERO! I tried locating other friends and colleagues who
worked with me in HCL, India, and within a matter of one
day, I was able to not only connect but also exchange e-mails
with my friends. The punchline is that all of them had been
residing within the 5-mile radius of my home and office for
the last couple of years and I had never run into them even
though we frequented the same malls and stores.
As the Internet grows in size, capacity and its reach, the
world will become a small place indeed!
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