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I ORDERED MY son a gaming headset for his birthday. The 
thing came dead on arrival. Trying to reach the maker’s 
customer support, I found that contact could be made 
only through an email form, which generated an auto-
mated reply, but no interaction with a live representative. 
Then I found the company on Facebook and left a subtle 
message on its wall. Bingo, instant response.

But for an old-school shopper like me, it still wasn’t 
very satisfying that the traditional channels of communi-
cation were unsupported.

The story illustrates a not-so-unusual problem: an in-
ability to interact with customers whenever and however 
they want. And while more companies, like the headset 
maker, are looking to Twitter and Facebook for first con-
tact, many others are just looking to establish a presence 
there. The Metropolitan Utilities District of Omaha, 
Neb., for example, was “stuck” with just a call center 
while its customers were demanding new social and mo-
bile channels. “Even though we are a public utility, we 
are being compared with anyone in the service industry,” 
said Mark Doyle, MUD’s senior vice president and chief 
information officer, in the feature story in this issue of 
Business Information. “And we are under pressure to inter-
act differently with our customers.”

Social channels are the must-have customer service 

tools today. They have become as important, if not more 
so, than phone or email, because more and more con-
sumers are also turning to social media first. It’s import-
ant to develop a strategy for how to use social channels, 
how to measure their effectiveness and how to use them 
to create a conversation with the customer, explains Brad 
Martin, vice president of engineering operations and 
quality at network systems vendor Enterasys.

“[Social media] is part of how we engage with our cus-
tomer,” he said. “It drives two-way communication.”

But let’s not forget traditional channels, like call cen-
ters, or contact centers, as they’re now often known. 
Some online merchants believe that there should be no 
limit to the amount of service a call center rep should 
provide. “We encourage our agents to take whatever time 
needed to help the customer,” said Kelly Wolske, a senior 
trainer at online retailer Zappos.com.

In short, the customer service game is far from over.  
It goes on as the needs of the customer and the technol-
ogies change. “We are adapting regularly,” Martin said. 
“You have to, because if you’re not, you’re dead.” n

SCOT PETERSEN is editorial director of TechTarget’s Business  
Applications and Architecture Media Group. Email him at  
spetersen@techtarget.com.

EDITOR’S NOTE  |  SCOT PETERSEN

Meet Customers on Their Own Turf

mailto:spetersen@techtarget.com
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Shop Around
Here’s what IT, business 
intelligence and business 
execs based their choices 
of BI tools on: 

53.3%
Integration with  
enterprise applications

50.2%
Cost

44.2%
Fit with business 
requirements

39.5%
Ease of use

31.6%
ROI

30.1%
Implementation

18.4%
Customization abilities

15.9%
Corporate standards/ 
preferred vendors

SOURCE: BASED ON 681 RESPONSES 
TO A QUESTION IN TECHTARGET’S  
2013 ANALYTICS & DATA WARE- 
HOUSING READER SURVEY. RESPON-
DENTS WERE ASKED TO PICK THREE 
ITEMS.

3,748,781

Big Goals for Big Data
Gaining a competitive edge and getting more efficient are neck and neck as the primary 
goals of big data analytics initiatives.

SOURCE: BASED ON 223 RESPONSES BY IT, BUSINESS INTELLIGENCE AND BUSINESS PROFESSIONALS TO A QUESTION IN TECHTARGET’S 2013 
ANALYTICS & DATA WAREHOUSING READER SURVEY 28
+28+20+18+3+2+1+s27% 

Using big data to  
gain competitive  
advantages over 
business rivals 

27% 
Improving  
organizational  
efficiency and 
profitability 

20% 
Better understanding 
customer needs,  
preferences and  
buying decisions

1%  
Tracking sentiment  

toward the company 
and its products on  

social networks

3% 
Other

3% 
Using system/network 

log data to help  
improve IT operations 

18% 
Driving increased  

revenue/finding new 
revenue opportunities

The number of social media mentions posted during the Discovery Channel’s 2013 
Shark Week. The weeklong feature series aired three weeks after Syfy’s debut of 
Sharknado, a made-for-TV film that also generated ferocious social media buzz.
SOURCE: FROM A 2013 REPORT BY SOCIAL MEDIA BUSINESS INTELLIGENCE SERVICE TRENDRR
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“ Customers want what they want, 
when they want it, at a price they 
want; and if you can’t provide it, 
they’ll just go someplace else.”
CAROL PTAK, of the Demand Driven Institute, on  
the need for demand-driven manufacturing

“ We drew a line in  
the sand: We would  
migrate applications  
to the cloud before  
we would update  
our hardware again.”
KEN GRIFFIN, director of IT  
services and operations at  
Harvard Business Publishing, 
while discussing media  
organization’s IT shakeup

“ This is not an IT  
refresh like updating 
phones with Windows 
8—to go at it like an  
IT initiative is the  
kiss of death.” 
AARON ZORNES, chief research  
officer at The MDM Institute,  
on the wrong ways that  
businesses pursue master  
data management programs

“ BYOD does not mean ‘bring  
everything.’ You do not support  
Angry Birds. You don’t support  
a ‘my favorite recipe’ program.”
MICHAEL DISABATO, a Gartner analyst, on establishing 
rules for a “bring your own device” program

“ We’re imperfect 
human beings 
with our egos and 
so forth. But sig-
nificant progress, 
in terms of bet-
ter efficiency and 
smarter decisions, 
will come to frui-
tion if we simply 
insist on making 
decisions based 
on facts.” 
JOHN LUCKER, head of the 
advanced analytics and 
modeling practice at De-
loitte Consulting, on the 
importance of predictive 
analytics findings

“ The world of big data is a world of unknowns,  
and you need to somehow anchor it to the stuff  
you do know and trust.” 
TED FRIEDMAN, an analyst at consulting and market research company  
Gartner, on MDM processes

http://searchmanufacturingerp.techtarget.com/feature/Companies-respond-to-customer-needs-with-demand-driven-manufacturing
http://searchcontentmanagement.techtarget.com/feature/Cloud-strategy-reduces-costs-and-promotes-strategic-roadmap-at-HBP
http://searchdatamanagement.techtarget.com/feature/MDM-program-needs-business-sense-to-be-successful
http://searchdatamanagement.techtarget.com/feature/MDM-program-needs-business-sense-to-be-successful
http://searchcloudapplications.techtarget.com/tip/Six-steps-for-launching-an-effective-BYOD-program
http://searchbusinessanalytics.techtarget.com/feature/Predictive-analytics-programs-marred-by-poor-planning-flawed-models
http://searchbusinessanalytics.techtarget.com/feature/Predictive-analytics-programs-marred-by-poor-planning-flawed-models
http://searchdatamanagement.techtarget.com/feature/Enterprise-master-data-management-and-big-data-A-well-matched-pair
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WHEN AMY FLOURRY talks about instituting change at her 
company, her voice crackles with enthusiasm.

For Flourry, the senior operations manager at Reh-
mann Financial, a financial services company in Lan-
sing, Mich., an enterprise content management (ECM) 
project has been nothing short of revolutionary. What 
began as an effort to eliminate paper-based files and 
streamline compliance tasks ultimately gave way to 
a broader business process management initia-
tive. But it took change management tactics to 
shepherd the company to success.

In 2008, Rehmann Financial had many 
processes for storing and managing doc-
uments. The processes varied among the 
company’s 13 locations. And its paper-based 
processes created a sprawling collection of 
physical files—and sometimes a rainbow of 
colors to indicate different document types. 
Compliance audits were a total mess.

“In one office, the yellow 
file was correspondence, the 
purple file was new account 
paperwork, the green file 
was insurance,” Flourry 
noted.

Conflicting processes created human error, manual 
tasks took time away from other work and cabinets  
of physical documents took up space. “It’s kind of  
amazing when you look at how clunky we used to be,” 
Flourry said.

As Flourry and other Rehmann employees began 
considering ECM software with the help of their 

value-added reseller, Cities Digital, they realized 
the far-flung document estate could become 

digitized, centralized, standardized and auto-
mated. But Rehmann needed a system that 
would complement its business processes 
as well as integrate with the company’s cus-

tomer relationship management system. 
Manual practices needed to be modified, 

and Flourry trained employees to work 
digitally in the CRM system. 

Then she developed a process for evaluat-
ing ECM systems. Flourry assembled a 

committee, with people from 

Change, One Byte at a Time

NAME: Amy Flourry
TITLE: Senior operations manager
ORGANIZATION: Rehmann Financial
HEADQUARTERS: Lansing, Mich.
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the adviser, compliance and administrative teams, to 
evaluate short-list candidates and select software. 

The committee also helped with change management. 
“Now I had a group of advocates. So I could say, ‘This 
team member helped pick this one, so you guys should 
try it.’ Approaching it that way helped with some of the 
resistance.”

The team settled on Laserfiche’s ECM software, par-
ticularly for its integration with existing applications. 
Flourry worked with the reseller to align the software’s 
workflows with the company’s compliance processes. 
With the software, Rehmann scanned paper documents, 
digitized and automated workflows and standardized 
document processes. That way, compliance audits could 
be ongoing and manual tasks could be automated. 

ECM introducing business process management is not 
uncommon, said Alan Weintraub, an analyst at Forrester 
Research. “Three, four years ago, the primary driver 
[for ECM purchases] was compliance,” Weintraub said. 
“Now the driver has moved to productivity and process 
improvement.”

Laserfiche’s Workflow Designer, for example, moves 
documents through each phase of the compliance pro-
cess. The application automatically sends the document 
to the right person and prompts him or her to take ac-
tion. It automates a process that could just sit in paper 
files, languishing on someone’s desk.

“Now the compliance team can do everything behind 
the scenes,” Flourry said.

Since launching the initiative, Flourry learned that 

corralling content requires corralling people. If the pro-
cesses are different in different places, noted Doug Miles, 
director of market intelligence at the Association for Im-
age and Information Management in Silver Spring, Md., 
“you have a change management project on your hands.”

Flourry anticipated the need for change management 
from the get-go. “We knew people would be hesitant or 
fly under the radar and not use [the ECM system] be-
cause it is confusing,” Flourry recalled. “But we tried to 
prepare going into it.”

A critical piece was making the transition process 
from paper-based to digital systems a true team effort.

“We set up challenges to scan in the legacy items over 
time. We told people, ‘You can wear jeans, and we’re go-
ing to order pizza and we’ll commit to scanning files for 
three hours.’ The motto has been ‘Eat the elephant one 
bite at a time.’ We’re not 100% there, but most offices 
have been able to get rid of their paper and those huge 
beast filing cabinets.” —LAUREN HORWITZ

“ WE TOLD PEOPLE, ‘YOU CAN 
WEAR JEANS, AND WE’RE  
GOING TO ORDER PIZZA AND 
WE’LL COMMIT TO SCANNING 
FILES FOR THREE HOURS.’ ”  
—Amy Flourry
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LOCATION INTELLIGENCE examines the location in-
formation that retail, customer, social media and 
other data is tagged with to uncover and make 
sense of geographic patterns and relationships. 
Location intelligence techniques and tools show 
how location data relates to real-world phenomena 
and let users plot out data on interactive maps for a 
better view of what’s happening at specific locales. 

THE BUZZ
With smart devices and social media use prolif-
erating, the amount of location-tagged data is 
increasing rapidly. And businesses stand to benefit 
by broadening their business intelligence horizons 
with location-based applications. Location intelligence 
can help retailers see how local traffic patterns affect 
the number of shoppers who come into stores at cer-
tain times, for example. Marketers can learn how social 
media users feel about certain store branches. Manufac-
turers can analyze data on customer locations to create 
optimized sales territories and distribution routes.

THE REALITY
The value of location intelligence varies by industry. 
Businesses that have a strong location-based orientation, 

such as retailers, real estate brokers or oil and gas com-
panies, may have a lot to gain. But the payoff may not be 
as obvious for other organizations, such as health care 
providers. Companies should look past the marketing 
and determine whether they really have a valid need for 
location intelligence before they go there. —ED BURNS

The ‘Where Factor’
By combining geographic mapping and location-related 
data with important business information, Galigeo  
software is designed to provide customer and market 
insight. 

TREND SPOTTER  |  WHAT’S THE BUZZ?

Is Location Intelligence Where It’s At?

GALIGEO

http://searchbusinessanalytics.techtarget.com/feature/What-location-technology-and-location-intelligence-can-do-for-you
http://searchbusinessanalytics.techtarget.com/feature/Location-data-finds-a-home-in-mobile-business-intelligence-apps
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THE PROMISE OF a soon-to-be-released Web app develop-
ment tool kit called Google Web Designer has many in 
the IT industry making guesses. What kinds of sites will 
it create? Will it rival Adobe’s Web design software? But 
mobile developers—especially developers who work with 
Java—are asking something else entirely: Will Google 
use its new tool to undo what it did when it unleashed 
Android?

It would be unfair to disparage Google without noting 
that Android has been very good for the Java community. 
Five years ago, few college kids were interested in coding 
a servlet or a browser-based Java applet. The only thing 
they wanted to do was write Objective-C and create 
iPhone apps. With no real mobile presence, developer 
interest in Java was fading fast. Then came Google’s 
Android. It was free, open source, customizable—and 
wildly popular. It was also practically tailor-made for a 
cross-platform programming language like Java. All of a 
sudden, writing Java code became cool. Unfortunately, 
Android’s success came at a huge cost. 

Everywhere at Once
Android is deployed on a whole universe of devices—
from expensive tablets like the Samsung Galaxy Tab to 
low-powered phones like India’s Lemon P1. There is no 

comprehensive documentation on how they all differ, 
because aggregating such documentation would be 
virtually impossible. And it’s not just a matter of some 
phones having microscreens while others render in high 
definition—some devices don’t have user interfaces at all. 

TREND SPOTTER  |  ON THE BEAT

Google, Don’t Let Java Developers Down

Samsung employs 
Google Android in its 
Galaxy Tab and its 
cell phones. Pictured 
is the Galaxy Note 2 
smartphone.

SOURCE: SAMSUNG

http://searchsoa.techtarget.com/tip/The-busy-managers-view-of-Android-mobile-development
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Writing an app that fits all Android devices? Maybe you 
can fit a camel through a needle’s eye while you’re at it. 

Conversely, writing an iPhone app for any number of 
devices is a lead-pipe cinch. There are only a few versions 
of iOS on the market, and the iPhone and iPad share 
many of the same features. So it’s easy to tell whether the 
iOS device your app will run on has two video cameras, 
like the iPhone 4, or lacks a built-in Global Positioning 
System (GPS) function, like the iPod touch. That makes 
the development, testing and global deployment of  
Apple-based mobile applications simple. Apple does  
consistency well.

HTML5 to the Rescue
Google’s Android problem is not a new one. Canadian 
computer scientist James Gosling, known as the father of 
Java, spoke about it at TheServerSide’s Java Symposium 
in November 2011. His take on Android? “A world of 
chaos,” he said. And for Google, “managing that chaos is 
going to be challenge No. 1 for them going forward.”

So can the industry face that challenge? Making it 
easier to develop mobile applications in HTML5—the 
newest, flashiest version of the hypertext markup lan-
guage used to present webpages—is a good start. “As 
more mobile devices and platforms flood the market, 
we’ll see a greater demand for a single method of creating 
multichannel applications,” said Sal Pece, an enterprise 
software architect at Leone Enterprise Consulting. He’s 
right. 

The industry doesn’t benefit from having separate de-
velopment paths for Android, BlackBerry, Surface and 
iOS devices. It needs to simplify and consolidate, and 

the only way to do that is to give developers the ability to 
deliver applications through a Web browser. How? Get 
HTML5 to work with CSS3, the latest version of Cascad-
ing Style Sheets, which controls webpage layout—then 
a real conversation can begin. The problem is, hypertext 
was not intended to access cell phone cameras and GPS 
sensors, so companies like Google, which are pushing the 
boundaries of what HTML5 can do, have got to step up 
their game. 

Google needs to offer a development tool set that is 
consistent, predictable and reliable—one that devel-
opers can use to program all handheld devices running 
Android. Fragmentation is the scourge of Android devel-
opment, but it’s not something a talented Bay Area behe-
moth like Google can’t fix. 

Here’s hoping that the much-anticipated Google Web 
Designer will shatter the dilemma created in the wake of 
Android’s stunning success. —CAMERON McKENZIE

GOOGLE NEEDS TO OFFER  
A DEVELOPMENT TOOL  
SET THAT IS CONSISTENT,  
PREDICTABLE AND RELIABLE.

http://www.theserverside.com/news/2240033365/TheServerSide-Java-Symposium-2011-news-views-and-conference-coverage
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BI FOCUS 
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Give Business Users 
a Reason to Love BI
How can organizations get users to take advantage  
of business intelligence programs? First, find out  
who has what skills—then hand out some badges.

ARE YOU GETTING the level of business intelligence adop-
tion you promised executives? Do you witness a spike of 
activity when you deploy a new tool or report only to see 
it trail off shortly after? Do you fear that executives will 
give your program the ax next fiscal year because it isn’t 
delivering enough bang for the buck? 

Low adoption most likely means that business users 
have abandoned your BI tools and data in favor of some 
nonstandard environment. Worse yet, it may indicate 
that users have given up entirely and no longer use BI 
data to make decisions. It’s not surprising: BI profession-
als are woefully ill-informed about the businesspeople 
they support. Most think all users have the same infor-
mation needs and requirements, so they give everyone 
the same data, views and tools. 

Good marketers know that to connect with an au-
dience you have to know what makes them tick. Many 
create a mental or visual profile of their target audiences. 
This helps them create messages that resonate with peo-
ple—and convince them to buy. 

Like marketers, BI professionals must know their audi-
ence, but even more so. BI users are a diverse lot. There 
are many gradations of information requirements. And 
most businesspeople switch roles multiple times a day. A 
businessperson who needs a simple dashboard to manage 
one part of his job may need to combine a local Excel 
file with raw data from the warehouse to keep up with 
another. Keeping track of user roles is a big job, but it’s 
critical to the success of any BI program. 

Sizing Them Up
For years, I’ve written about two camps of BI users: casual 
users and power users. This is the most basic classifica-
tion scheme, but it adheres to the 80/20 rule. Under-
standing the differences between casual and power users 
delivers 80% of the benefit when rolling out BI tools and 
reports. The basic difference is casual users require struc-
tured access to predefined sets of data through interac-
tive reports and dashboards tailored to individual roles, 
while power users explore data in a variety of systems. 

Even if an organization understands and acts on the 
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differences between casual and power users, it still may 
not achieve the desired degree of user adoption—it has 
failed to fully comprehend how different people use in-
formation. Consequently, the company never achieves 
the final 20% of the benefits from its BI initiatives. 

To get the ball rolling, I’ve created sample classifica-
tion schemes for casual and power users (see my blog 
post, “Classifying and Certifying BI Users”). For example, 
I traditionally classify power users by their business role: 
superuser, business analyst, statistician and data scien-
tist. And I classify casual users by what they do with the 
data: view it, navigate it or explore it.

My proposed scheme defines three classes of users, 
based on four attributes: business knowledge, analytical 
skills, data integration skills and dashboard assembly and 
data presentation skills. This is my stab at a classification 
plan, but you may want to refine it for your organization. 

  
Ready, Set, Certify
More important than the content of the classification 
scheme is how organizations use it. My hope is BI pro-
grams will collaborate with human resources to create 
a formal certification program. Users receive a rating or 
classification based on some formal yardstick, such as a 
training class they’ve taken, test scores they’ve achieved 
or a project they’ve managed. 

Users receive a certificate or badge when they achieve 
a new level in the hierarchy. Call this the “gamification” 
of BI, but I think it will clarify which user skills are re-
quired for which functions. And who doesn’t want a 

badge to show off accomplishment and status? 
A certification program offers numerous benefits:

n  User knowledge. BI teams can understand the types 
of users in their organizations, better anticipate their 
needs and tailor access to their requirements. 

n  Departmental deficits. Executives know which  
departments or business units lack the users required 
to support various analytical initiatives. 

n  Self-knowledge. Business analysts and other users 
know where they stand in the spectrum of analytical 
capabilities, and it gives them a concrete set of objec-
tives to pursue to move up the ranks.

n  Training. Executives will be motivated to establish and 
fund training programs and career paths to improve 
their organizations’ analytical capabilities. 

A classification scheme is a good way to accelerate BI 
adoption and increase your organization’s analytical ma-
turity. By delineating types of end users and formalizing 
their existence with a certification program, your BI staff 
will better serve the information needs of its audience—
and draw more users. n 

WAYNE ECKERSON is the director of TechTarget’s BI Leadership  
Research unit and president of BI Leader Consulting. Email him at 
weckerson@bileadership.com and visit his blog, Wayne’s World.

http://www.b-eye-network.com/blogs/eckerson/archives/2013/09/classifying_and.php
mailto:weckerson%40bileadership.com?subject=
http://www.b-eye-network.com/blogs/eckerson/
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THIS IS NOT 
YOUR DAD’S  
CUSTOMER 
SERVICE
There have never been more ways to connect with  
customers—and it’s never been more challenging.  
That’s why forward-thinking companies are integrating 
data across channels. And they’re doing it now.

The Metropolitan Utilities District
of Omaha, Neb., wrestled with what 
has become all too common in the 
retail and service industries: A cus-
tomer checks a bill online, following 
up minutes later with an email to 
report an unresolved issue. Not sat-
isfied with the automated response, 
she calls the service center, and while 
on hold for 10 minutes, tweets about 
the company and updates Facebook 
friends about the ordeal.

That’s what MUD was up against as customers clam-
ored for convenient access to billing information and 
prompt responses to gas and water service requests. 
Until recently, the utility was stuck in the antiquated age 
of the isolated call center in which 50 employees fielded 
calls from a customer base of about 225,000 households. 

“Even though we are a public utility, we are being 
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compared with anyone in the service industry, and we 
are under pressure to interact differently with our cus-
tomers,” said Mark Doyle, MUD’s senior vice president 
and chief information officer.

As the number of ways to connect with others in-
creases—mobile, text, social media—people expect to 
use those same channels to interact with the companies 
they do business with. But simply having a Facebook 
page and a presence on Twitter isn’t enough. Retailers 
and companies in service industries need to be proac-
tive online, offering up information—such as a bill or a 
shipment status—before the customer makes an inquiry. 
They need to react to tweets or posts within minutes,  
if not seconds, offering assistance when needed (see  
“Social Media’s Impact Runs Deep,” page 14). 

It’s a whole new approach to customer service, and 
it can’t be done with traditional customer relationship 
management software alone. Instead, companies are also 
likely to need more advanced customer experience man-
agement, or CEM, applications that can monitor multi-
ple channels, analyze actions and deliver details about 
every click to the right service rep at the right time. It’s a 
complicated integration job, since it requires managing 
structured and unstructured data sets from a variety of 
sources. It also requires a new customer service skill set.

Doyle, who spent 23 years in banking before moving 
to “the district” nearly three years ago, understands the 
need to exploit every communication channel, from 
voice, text and email to Web chat and social and mo-
bile connections. More important, he knows the best 

customer experience relies on synchronizing channels 
as well as blending historical data with personalized 
content, such as recommending a blog on energy-saving 
techniques to customers with higher-than-average bills—
similar to how Facebook delivers relevant information 
to users based on data it collects about the things they 
“like.”   

“It’s not uncommon to get a Facebook message that 
says ‘I’ve been on hold for 20 minutes,’ ” Doyle said. “We 
talk to them and turn the interaction into something pos-
itive, so it becomes somewhat of a marketing tool.” (See 
“How Do You Measure Happy?” page 16).  

Tools of the Trade
CEM tools are getting smarter and more powerful, but 
integrating data from these channels is still the holy 
grail—a capability that’s not easily incorporated into the 
corporate fabric, because it requires a sizeable IT invest-
ment and significant business process changes.

(Continued on page 15)

MARK DOYLE, senior vice pres-

ident and CIO at the Metropol-

itan Utilities District of Omaha, 

Neb., is an old hand when it 

comes to exploiting communi-

cation channels.

http://searchcrm.techtarget.com/ebook/Improving-Customer-Experience-Management-Across-Channels
http://searchcrm.techtarget.com/ebook/Improving-Customer-Experience-Management-Across-Channels
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BUSINESSES THAT USE social media can reap the benefits 

of real-time communication among employees and 

with customers. Sites like Facebook and Twitter let 

companies deliver news about products and services 

to customers quickly, drive more traffic to their web-

sites, streamline sales processes—and, ultimately, 

build loyalty. But this bonanza isn’t guaranteed; a 

framework must be built to house social media along 

with IT systems, software and business processes. 

Going social means revamping a company’s enter-

prise architecture.

Think of enterprise architecture as a blueprint of 

all the parts of a company: It aligns process, data and 

technology components to meet an organization’s 

current and future objectives. Now think of social me-

dia as a child drawing all over that blueprint. 

“Most enterprise architectures depict a fairly pre-

dictable workflow,” said Tom Nolle, president of CIMI, 

an IT consultancy. “Social media can be disruptive 

where the applications have been designed to depend 

on very linear process flows.” 

Simply put, social media communication is hardly 

linear. A company doesn’t post a message on Twitter, 

for example, and expect to get a response from a cer-

tain person at a certain time. Instead, that message 

goes out to a community, and people respond wil-

ly-nilly and pass it around. 

For companies to be competitive now, though, there 

needs to be a marriage of social media and enterprise 

architecture. The plus for businesses is meaningful 

and convenient communications with customers 

who are eager to provide feedback that the company 

can act on. But there’s one big drawback: Social me-

dia makes it hard to control business and customer 

information.

“Enterprise architecture’s job is to make sure that 

social media tools have the necessary technical con-

trols to comply with the appropriate policies and 

mitigate risk,” said Michael Ogrinz, author of Mashup 

Patterns: Designs and Examples for the Modern 

Enterprise. 

For example, some companies use a Facebook-like 

application for real-time communication between 

salespeople and sales managers. Their messages 

could contain pricing and customer financial status 

data that must not get to the public. Controls are 

needed to lessen risks, such as a disgruntled sales rep 

sharing that information.

The task for businesses is clear: They need to make 

social media part of most business processes if they 

are going to cash in. That calls for big changes in the 

enterprise architecture blueprint, Nolle and Ogrinz 

said, before a single social media feature is released.

—Jan Stafford

Social Media’s Impact Runs Deep

http://searchsoa.techtarget.com/tip/How-to-use-enterprise-architecture-driven-virtual-applications-in-ALM
http://searchsoa.techtarget.com/tip/How-to-use-enterprise-architecture-driven-virtual-applications-in-ALM
http://www.computerweekly.com/news/2240205165/Macmillan-turns-to-social-media-to-ease-restructuring
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MUD uses SAP’s customer relationship management 
software to provide customers with Web-based self-ser-
vice forms to start or stop service, interactive voice 
response technology and business communication man-
agement tools to prioritize calls in the service queue. The 
utility is also exploring the use of mobile text messaging 

to alert customers about payments due or service dis-
ruptions, but that requires collecting cell phone num-
bers—and right now MUD has just a database of email 
addresses.

Doyle is laying the groundwork for what he ex-
pects will be a big shift in the way MUD interacts with 
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(Continued from page 13)

Are You Satisfied? 
Companies use a combination of metrics to measure customer experience—and gravitate to some old favorites. 

Customer satisfaction surveys

Quality monitoring

First contact resolution

Employee engagement survey

Time to response

Customer relationship management

Net Promoter Score

Percentage of calls placed on hold

Percentage of transferred calls

Amount of time per agent spent in training

Proactive customer engagement tools

Reactive customer engagement tools

Customer effort score

SOURCE: BASED ON AN INTERNATIONAL CUSTOMER MANAGEMENT INSTITUTE STUDY SURVEY OF 361 CONTACT CENTER PROFESSIONALS, CONDUCTED IN 2013

81%

76%

56%

49%

41%

36%

33%

30%

26%

21%

20%

16%

14%

(Continued on page 17)
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KELLY WOLSKE, a senior trainer at Zappos.com, recounts 

a call to the retailer’s customer service department 

that lasted more than 10 hours. You might think it 

dealt with a catastrophic shipping problem or a  

hopping-mad customer, but no. The call, which re-

sulted in the sale of a pair of Ugg boots, was mostly 

about living in Las Vegas. 

In many call centers, managers would be furious 

over such lengthy call. Not at Zappos. “We encourage 

our agents to take whatever time needed to help the 

customer,” Wolske said. And if that means raving 

about the steak at a Vegas buffet—for hours—that’s 

just fine.

Rather than use metrics based on call handle time 

or calls per hour, Zappos measures the quality of the 

customer experience. How satisfied are customers 

with the calls they just made? Did the agents solve 

their problems? Or more simply put, Are they happy? 

And Zappos isn’t alone.

There is a growing consensus that a cut-and-dried 

approach to metrics isn’t the best indicator of how 

well customers are being served. Sarah Stealey Reed, 

of the International Customer Management Institute, 

said no single metric can measure customer experi-

ence. Rather, there are three main building blocks of 

a positive experience that should be measured: cus-

tomer satisfaction, engagement and loyalty.  

There are fairly obvious ways to measure customer 

satisfaction—more than 80% of companies routinely 

send out customer satisfaction surveys. An increas-

ingly popular loyalty metric is the Net Promoter Score, 

which is based on how likely consumers are to pass 

on the name of a company to somebody else. “Willing-

ness to recommend a product or company to a friend 

is a good measure of loyalty, because it’s a risk,” Stea-

ley Reed said. 

The easiest way to measure engagement is to look 

at how many customers a company retains and how 

much they spend. If customers are going elsewhere, 

they clearly aren’t engaged. 

Currently, 78% of contact centers have programs in 

place to measure customer experience, but they don’t 

always know what to do with the data they gather, 

Stealey Reed said. “Find the right metrics that will pro-

vide you with actionable data,” she said. For example, 

if a company learns from surveys that customers are 

waiting too long to speak with a call center agent, it 

should hire more agents.

But companies shouldn’t forget about good, 

old-fashioned metrics. Employee engagement, for 

one, is often overlooked. “Eighty-five percent of con-

tact center management teams believe happy agents 

make happy customers,” Stealey Reed said. “They are 

seeing that tie.”  —Lena Weiner

How Do You Measure Happy?

http://searchcrm.techtarget.com/news/2240018770/NPS-follow-up-helps-Sony-Canada-improve-customer-experience
http://searchcrm.techtarget.com/news/2240113602/Measurement-monitoring-essential-to-customer-experience-management
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customers. His motto is, “If Amazon can do it, the dis-
trict should be able to.” 

But plain-vanilla CRM isn’t going to cut it. 
For example, SAP also offers SAP 360 Customer, 

powered by its heavily promoted HANA in-memory plat-
form; that product suite integrates the vendor’s CRM 
applications with analytics, cloud technology, mobility, 
collaboration and social media to deliver personalized 
service through any channel. Using HANA and analytics 
to process large amounts of data in real time, SAP 360 
could enable MUD to tell customers what they need be-
fore they know they need it—like a water heater upgrade.   

Similarly, technology vendors like Nice Systems, As-
pect and IBM Tealeaf are emerging with multichannel 
customer engagement tools designed to unify all cus-
tomer interactions on the back end. These tools interpret 
information so companies can act on it, and they do that 
by using big data analytics to observe the flow of inter-
actions across structured information, such as database 
records, and unstructured data, like online chats.

The multichannel CEM technology captures and ana-
lyzes inbound traffic to drive targeted customer engage-
ment tactics, like coupon offers. Tealeaf, for example, 
is an on-premises application that observes mobile and 
website traffic to determine interaction trends, especially 
those that show when customers may not be satisfied. 
Perhaps someone is adding items to an online shopping 
cart and then goes back to the website FAQs and sud-
denly empties the cart and abandons the site. Tealeaf can 

replay the user experience based on the data captured to 
figure out what went wrong. 

“It’s understanding the things that happen on the 

(Continued from page 15)

How Social Are You?
All too often, social media capabilities are  

abandoned in content management systems.  

Is your company lacking?

SOURCE: ECONSULTANCY’S MAY 2013 QUARTERLY DIGITAL INTELLIGENCE 
BRIEFING, PRODUCED IN ASSOCIATION WITH ADOBE, BASED ON A GLOBAL 
SURVEY OF MORE THAN 1,000 RESPONDENTS

54% provide social plug-ins
 
 
 
 
 
27% offer no social capability
 
 

 
20% provide personalized  
content based on social profiles
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http://searchcrm.techtarget.com/feature/Former-DJ-helps-businesses-do-customer-engagement-like-rock-stars
http://searchcrm.techtarget.com/feature/Former-DJ-helps-businesses-do-customer-engagement-like-rock-stars
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edges,” said Geoff Galat, Tealeaf’s vice president of mar-
keting. “You don’t need Tealeaf to know the website is 
down; you need it to understand the little nagging things 
that happen every day and get in the way of what the cus-
tomer is trying to do online.”

You also need CEM technology to correlate online and 
offline transactions. If someone is filling out an appli-
cation for a mortgage loan on a bank’s website and then 
calls the customer service number in the middle of the 
task, shouldn’t the call center agent be able to see what 
the applicant already did so he doesn’t have to start from 
scratch? Still, few companies are adopting this kind of 
channel strategy.

Baby Steps to CEM
A survey by Econsultancy, a digital marketing and e-com-
merce consulting firm, showed that only 4% of 500 re-
spondents worldwide from a variety of business sectors 
believe they provide an “excellent” multichannel expe-
rience for their customers. The majority of the respon-
dents called their company’s multichannel strategy “OK” 
or “poor.”  

Most organizations, like MUD, are still in the early 
stages of multichannel integration. “Everyone is talking 
about it, but linking [customer channels] is still very dif-
ficult,” said Leslie Ament, an analyst at Hypatia Research 
Group, a research and advisory services firm.

The CEM Yardstick 
Companies have a variety of ways to measure the effectiveness of their CEM programs. 

Sales/revenue

Customer retention/loyalty

Customer satisfaction/Net Promoter Score

Call center performance

Social media mentions

Profitability 

Cost to serve

Other

SOURCE: FROM ECONSULTANCY’S MULTICHANNEL CUSTOMER EXPERIENCE REPORT, WHICH SURVEYED MORE THAN 650 COMPANIES AND ORGANIZATIONS
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36%
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First, organizations have to change the way they do 
business, Ament said. A typical retailer may have four 
or five business units, each with their own applications, 
data warehouse and analytical tools and dedicated sales, 
marketing and customer service staffs. To accommodate 
new channels like social media and mobile commerce, 
there needs to be unity across divisions and departments, 
including customer service and IT. To help make that 
happen, one person should lead the effort—such as a 
CIO, a chief marketing officer or even a CEO. 

Right now, having a single person in charge of channel 
integration is not the status quo. 

According to IT consultancy Constellation Research, 
only 1% of business-to-consumer and 2% of busi-
ness-to-business organizations have a single executive 
responsible for the entire order-and-shipment process. 
Additionally, 87% of organizations have social media ini-
tiatives that are separate from e-commerce activities and 
headed by different business executives. 

Ament suggests a new kind of leader to spearhead a 
multichannel customer experience program.

“I advocate finding a marketologist,” Ament said. 
That’s either a technology person who knows business or 
a marketing expert who understands technology. And he 
or she better be social. 

The Social Business
Industry observers say social media is the new customer 
service interface—it offers real-time, two-way commu-
nication and is a public platform that’s used to quickly 

spread messages, good and bad. For instance, the image 
of a Taco Bell employee licking a Cool Ranch Doritos Lo-
cos Tacos shell in a video that went viral became a qual-
ity-control embarrassment for the franchise. But other 
companies are being applauded for using a social media 
site like Twitter as a customer service tool: JetBlue for its 
quick responses, Nike for its customer support and Com-
cast for its technical troubleshooting. 

Enterasys Networks Inc. also uses Twitter and other 
social media streams to cultivate brand loyalty with 
customers.

The journey toward social consciousness began in 
2006 when Enterasys, which makes network systems and 
security gear, was acquired by two investment firms and 
became a private company. It underwent a massive cul-
tural shift, breaking down departmental silos and trans-
forming into a customer-focused company that required 
internal collaboration and opened a direct communi-
cation path to the CEO. To do that, Enterasys adopted 
tools like Salesforce Chatter to share sales wins, product 

BRAD MARTIN, vice president 

of engineering operations and 

quality at network systems 

vendor Enterasys, helped lead 

the company’s social media and 

collaboration initiative.

http://searchcrm.techtarget.com/opinion/Salesforce-opens-new-channels-with-Chatter
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updates and company news across the organization.  
Seeing a positive response, the company’s CIO sug-

gested that Vala Afshar, who at the time was leading 
the company’s call center services group, start blogging 
and tweeting about Enterasys technology and industry 
trends. Today, with more than 20,000 Twitter followers, 
Afshar has become an industry luminary, making the 
company a known quantity in social circles.

“We had influence in a market that we never had a 
voice in,” said Brad Martin, vice president of engineering 
operations and quality at the Salem, N.H., company. 

But Martin added that tweeting isn’t enough to cre-
ate the ideal social business. He and Afshar, who is now 
CMO and chief customer officer at Enterasys, outlined 
six elements they say need to be addressed in The Pur-
suit of Social Business Excellence, a book they co-wrote. 
In order of importance, the prescribed ingredients are 
culture, people, strategy, process, structure and, finally, 
technology.

Start with the collective personality of the business, 
Martin said, from the core values and mission to the  

people who shape the company’s future. Then commu-
nicate the business strategy throughout the workforce. 
From there, adapt processes accordingly, and a structure 
will grow, enabling ideas to flow seamlessly throughout 
the organization. Once that internal shift takes place, 
then technology can be deployed to deliver on the prom-
ise of personalized service.  

“You have to build in that foundational order;  
otherwise it’s like building a foundation on sticks.  If  
you put too much weight on it, it will collapse,” Martin 
said.

Tealeaf’s Galat agreed. “There are 
barriers to multichannel [customer 
engagement], but it’s not technol-
ogy; it’s the way the business is 
organized.”

At MUD, for example, Doyle said 
the Web-based self-service forms 
were easy to implement. “But mak-
ing sure IT, customer service and 

Percentage of companies that believe commitment 
from top executives to be the most important  
attribute in delivering great customer service

FROM ECONSULTANCY’S MULTICHANNEL CUSTOMER  
EXPERIENCE REPORT46
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management worked together to live up to the service 
levels expected has been the greatest challenge.”

One Step Beyond
For companies like Raxco Software Inc., a company in 
Gaithersburg, Md., that sells defragmentation appli-
cations to improve computer hard drive performance, 
providing superior tech support and customer service 
is paramount. In 2007 it gave customers a voice in an 
online user community where they could engage in peer-
to-peer discussions, see tutorials and download white 
papers.

Branching out to Facebook, Twitter and LinkedIn was 
the next step, and to help manage what could have been 
a fragmented channel model, Raxco deployed HubSpot, 
an inbound marketing platform for storing custom fields 
with highly personalized data, which can also be inte-
grated into a CRM system. 

The idea behind HubSpot is to create a seamless line 
of communication between vendor and customer—
which ideally leads to higher conversion rates. For exam-
ple, having access to specific customer data has allowed 
Raxco to target niche customers, like gamers or photog-
raphers, and start conversations with them.

The result: “We’ve seen an uptick in both leads and 
conversions,” said Joe Abusamra, the company’s vice 
president of marketing and operations, who oversaw the 
HubSpot deployment in January.

And it’s all about revenue, isn’t it? What organizations 

are really doing with customer engagement initiatives is 
building brand loyalty to keep people coming back. 

To that end, Enterasys took its relationship with its 
customers a few steps further. The company, which has 
a specialized offering for colleges and universities, cre-
ated a social forum for school officials that exploits its 
own proprietary middleware, called ISAAC, short for 
intelligent socially aware automated communications. 
The technology is embedded in the company’s network 
systems and can leverage social networks to help users 
collaborate, communicate and manage the equipment. 

“ISAAC is part of how we engage with our customer,” 
Martin said. “It drives two-way communication through 
social tools. A lot of the higher-education admins are stu-
dents, and they are on Facebook and Twitter, so we made 
their ability to manage the network through social tools a 
reality.”

Martin said the Enterasys team is always evaluating 
what to do next. Especially because a growing number 
of its customers—everyone’s customers, in fact—are 
ultra-connected Millennials, who grew up with smart-
phones in their hands. So it’s not out of the question that 
a trendy video app like Vine or Instagram could become 
yet another customer channel.

“We are adapting regularly,” Martin said. “You have to, 
because if you’re not, you’re dead.” n

STEPHANIE NEIL is a freelance writer and a correspondent for Business 
Information. Email her at stephanieneil@comcast.net.

ENGAGEMENT  |  STEPHANIE NEIL
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As innovation pushes ahead with ever flashier,  
more powerful devices, older applications are having  
a hard time keeping up. Retooling aging apps can  
keep them young at heart.
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Manufacturers that use Lynden Inc.’s 
Web application for tracking ship-
ments can now see the interface on 
any screen their end users are on—
including mobile devices. That’s be-
cause modernizing apps to support 
mobile devices is now a priority at the 
Pacific Northwest transportation and 
logistics firm, according to applica-
tions architect Rob Terpilowski. But 
doing so without redoing the server 
infrastructure calls for a more flexible 
application architecture.

Application modernization has long been associated 
with updating early mainframe-era applications, but that 
is changing as new social, mobile and cloud technologies 
arrive on the scene. Developers and other IT profession-
als are finding that even the newest applications need to 
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be regularly updated with new functionality to keep up 
with the pace of innovation. 

By the end of 2014, 78% of midsize and large busi-
nesses will complete or start legacy enterprise applica-
tion modernization projects, according to IT research 

group Gartner. Those figures do not include large-scale 
business architecture transformation initiatives or new 
application efforts, both of which can include some mod-
ernization efforts.

“Modernization is needed for what was considered to 

Scrape It, Scratch It, Rip It Out
APPLICATION MODERNIZATION is the repurposing of legacy software applications that lack the functionality required to 

meet current technical and business needs. The goal of application modernization is to create new business value 

from existing applications. Common approaches used to modernize business applications include the following:

n  Refactoring, the revision or cleaning up of source code, is commonly used to reduce “technical debt,” or gaps in 

functionality found in an application feature release.

n  Re-engineering a legacy application in a new technology or platform using a service-oriented architecture can  

enhance functionality, improve scalability or meet the needs of developing an enterprise architecture.

n  Screen scraping calls for deleting or “scraping” data from legacy apps and displaying it in a graphical format.

n  Code conversion—a developer converts legacy code into modern code.

n  The rip-and-replace method calls for demobilizing old applications and building new ones from scratch.

n  Extend-and-surround approaches call for putting legacy applications into software environments that can provide 

needed functionality. An example is moving a legacy application into a business process management layer, ex-

tending the applications with business logic.

n  Virtualization and cloud deployment can be used to replicate a legacy environment in a way that allows it to be 

scaled and managed better. n

http://searchdatacenter.techtarget.com/definition/legacy-application
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be the latest technology only months ago,” said Michael 
Azoff, an analyst at British research group Ovum. Even 
applications built last year may not work in tandem with 
new Web, mobile and cloud technologies. 

Application modernization can take many forms. In 
the early days of client-server computing, apps were 
modernized using basic but time-consuming tasks, such 
as rewriting most of the application’s code or “screen 
scraping,” or deleting, the user front-end views, leaving 
logic and data architecture untouched. Those techniques 
are still used today, but many projects have broader 

mandates. That can include migrating applications from 
one platform, say, an in-house server, to another, like 
the cloud. Sometimes a project might involve the com-
plete renovation of business and IT infrastructures and 
architectures.

What? You Haven’t Modernized Yet? 
Key drivers for application modernization include a lack 
of support for older technologies, difficulty in finding 
staffers with legacy skills and business adoption of mo-
bile computing and social media.

But more and more, application modernization proj-
ects are more often tied to increasing application value 
to drive business growth, according to Seattle software 
consultant and blogger Toddy Mladenov. As a result, he 
said, retooled application portfolios are being used to 
exploit competitive opportunities, largely by enabling the 
delivery of more services and ultimately closer ties with 
customers. 

Mobile computing changes how and when users 
access services, and the freedom it affords them often 
leads to increased transaction volume, according to Matt 
Brasier, head consultant for British consultancy C2B2. 
As employees and customers use mobile devices, they 
change their usage patterns, sometimes accessing a sys-
tem outside of office hours. Applications must be able to 
scale to today’s load as well as to the unknown load sizes 
of next year and beyond.

Most legacy applications weren’t designed to have a 
mobile interface. Introducing smartphones and tablets 
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replace  
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retire current 
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remain 
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38%

24%
18%

22%

Apps They Are a-Changin’ 
Current enterprise application portfolios will experience 
some level of change in the coming two years.

SOURCE: FROM GARTNER’S USER SURVEY ANALYSIS: USING CLOUD SERVICES FOR  
MISSION-CRITICAL APPLICATIONS, WHICH SURVEYED 556 ORGANIZATIONS ACROSS NINE 
COUNTRIES AND MULTIPLE INDUSTRIES 

http://searchsoa.techtarget.com/tip/Application-architecture-BPM-must-align-objectives
http://searchsoa.techtarget.com/feature/What-application-portfolio-assessment-and-dog-ownership-have-in-common
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into the workplace means companies have to rethink 
how applications are going to be accessed from those 
devices. At the same time, they have to accommodate 
consumers using traditional desktop computers. For 
example, Azoff said, if a bank’s customers are spending 
more time on smart devices, the bank has to figure out 
how to design a device-specific graphical user interface 
(GUI) for each type of device. Giving device GUIs the 
same functionality the desktop version has is the big 
challenge for the bank’s developers.  

“It’s a conundrum, because if you build first for a large 
form factor—the desktop—and then you remove features 
for mobile, that tends to be not as efficient or perfor-
mance-optimal as if you build it the other way around,” 
Azoff said.

Big, Big Reasons
Typically, older applications are not designed to deal with  
vast amounts of data, but today businesses collect and 
create astounding volumes of data—that’s partly the phe- 
nomenon known as big data. Another problem with older 

applications is most can’t be updated quickly enough to 
meet today’s constant stream of compliance-related,  
data-centric regulations, especially customer information 
privacy regulations. Also, many data protection issues 
have been created by the bring-your-own movement, as 
employees use their personal devices and mobile and 
cloud applications to access business data. 

Big data technologies present another opportunity 
to expand the business value of applications, Mladenov 
said. But that can be a serious challenge to existing sys-
tem architecture. For example, advances in business 
intelligence capabilities call for updating older medical 
applications, enabling mobile capture of more types of pa-
tient data that can be analyzed.

A Higher Calling
There is some confusion in the business world about 
the role of cloud services and applications, according 
to Brasier and consultant William M. Ulrich, president 
of Tactical Strategy Group, a business architecture and 
management consultancy.

Cloud computing is more of an opportunity 
than a driver for application modernization, 
Brasier said. Virtualization and cloud deploy-
ment can help, and both can be used to replicate 
and manage a legacy environment as it grows.

Just moving a legacy application as is to a 
cloud environment is not a viable option, Ulrich 
explained. “Cloud isn’t architected that way.” To 
move applications to the cloud, companies have 

DEVELOPMENT  |  JAN STAFFORD

Legacy modernization’s ranking  
in the top 10 global technologies  
of 2013
SOURCE: FROM GARTNER’S 2013 CIO AGENDA REPORT 
HUNTING AND HARVESTING IN A DIGITAL WORLD 
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to analyze, decouple and re-architect current systems. 
The interconnectedness of business software and Web 

services today calls for a holistic approach: an application 
rationalization strategy and planning effort related to a 
company’s entire software and services portfolio, even 
when only one or two applications need to be updated. In 
other words, said Ulrich, don’t start modernizing applica-
tions without developing and implementing an architec-
ture-focused, business-driven strategy. 

“A business can’t fix significant underlying architec-
tural problems by smoothing over something with a 
bunch of new front ends,” Ulrich said. 

Lynden’s Terpilowski is moving the company from a 
traditional application architecture to a responsive-de-
sign architecture, which enables use of flexible layouts, 
images and user interfaces, but doesn’t call for changing 
the company’s underlying server infrastructure. Using 
these tools, the interface can adjust automatically to 
whatever the application pages are being viewed on: 
desktop, tablet or phone. 

“This is allowing us to modernize these Web applica-
tions to support mobile computing without incurring 
additional costs to refactor the server-side components,” 
Terpilowski said.

Another holistic approach to application moderni- 

zation is app portfolio evaluation, analyzing how new re-
quirements will affect current applications, architecture 
and business processes. In this analysis, companies need 
to make sure business goals drive the plan to move cur-
rent architectures to target architectures, Ulrich said.

Once advance planning has been done, choosing ways 
to do application modernization is relatively simple, ac-
cording to C2B2’s Brasier. The underlying approach to 
application modernization has been replacing legacy ap-
plication components one by one. “That still remains the 
same,” he said. n

JAN STAFFORD is an executive editor in TechTarget’s Business  
Applications and Architecture Media Group. Email her at jstafford 
@techtarget.com.

ROB TERPILOWSKI, applications 

architect at Lynden Inc., is mov-

ing his company from a conven-

tional application architecture 

to a responsive-design model, 

which allows for flexible layouts 

and user interfaces.

mailto:jstafford%40techtarget.com?subject=
mailto:jstafford%40techtarget.com?subject=
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Spread the Wealth
Measuring performance in key areas such as finance 
can uncover and eliminate bottlenecks, speed up  
processes and give the entire business a boost.

INTEREST IN PROCESS benchmarking has surged over the 
past few years. Today, more companies are measuring 
process speed, cost efficiency and labor productivity.

The focus of a benchmarking project depends on the 
problems holding a company back. A project might target 
procurement speed, error rates in order taking, accuracy 
in work scheduling or the cost of logistics choices—say, 
air freight versus rail. Administrative processes such 
as financial reporting or getting new employees up to 
speed are also good candidates. The point is to identify 
activities that can be improved by process streamlining, 
changes in organizational structure, stronger governance 
and deployment of IT applications that automate routine 
transaction processing. 

Smart companies understand that process bench- 

marking should have positive effects that ripple across 
the business, not just improve the functional silo under 
the microscope. For example, many companies are try-
ing to benchmark and improve their financial processes 
so they can, in turn, improve finance’s analytical yield. 
The idea is to free up finance people from accounting 
drudgery so they can spend more time analyzing oper-
ating constraints, tactics and the best ways to grow the 
business.

There are many ways that finance people can use their 
analytical skills to help managers make smarter decisions 
faster. Unfortunately, too many companies are mired in 
compliance and stewardship duties, such as closing the 
books each quarter. Still, a growing number of organiza-
tions are now tackling the problem. 

My nonprofit benchmarking firm APQC conducted 
research into the quarterly process known as “close to 
disclose,” a long list of duties including balancing and 
reconciling accounts, finalizing financial statements and 
releasing earnings results to the public and to regulators 
such as the U.S. Securities and Exchange Commission. 
Research shows that companies that zip through the pro-
cess are more successful than companies that struggle 
with it every quarter. Consider the time it takes to run 
through all those steps. The top performers in the study 
completed the process in less than 10 days—less than 

http://searchfinancialapplications.techtarget.com/video/Finance-performance-benchmarking-identifies-areas-for-improvement
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half the time of slowpokes, which take 22 days or more 
(see “Ambitious Cycle”). 

Fast financial reporting is important for several rea-
sons. Fast companies often want to act and look like in-
dustry leaders. They want to be the first in their sectors 
to release quarterly results to investors and talk publicly 
about their performance and the marketplace trends that 
are affecting their competitors. Moreover, the fast re-
porters are just as keen to get official performance results 
into the hands of operating managers as soon as possible, 
so performance risks, obstacles and opportunities can be 
addressed immediately. 

How to speed things up? Whether the focus is on 
finance or any other transaction-oriented business pro-
cess, such as order taking, companies should map out the 
steps in the process and identify activities that could be 
done sooner in the cycle or be skipped altogether. Such 
planning can also reveal root causes of bottlenecks that 
can be fixed through process redesign, resource realloca-
tion or automation. 

The good news is, there are sound technologies out 
there that can make a major difference in the speed and 
accuracy of financial reporting. People working at every 
step of the process can enter supporting notes and docu-
mentation into application software, which tracks their 
progress. Reviewers can monitor the status of each task 
using customizable dashboards, see where problems are 
developing and, if necessary, reassign tasks. A reviewer 
of, say, 10 financial reporting items, can also get email 
alerts that indicate when each is done. This accelerates 

the workflow and cuts down on the waiting and the 
phone calls otherwise necessary to chase down laggards.

In all, the rigorous use of process improvement meth-
odologies in one functional area—finance in this ex-
ample—should aim to deliver positive, meaningful and 
lasting benefits for the business as a whole. Surely, when 
finance workers are liberated from grunt work, they can 
dedicate more of their valuable analytical talents to help-
ing the business compete more effectively. n

MARY DRISCOLL is senior research fellow at APQC, a nonprofit that 
provides expertise on business benchmarking and best practices. Email 
her at mdriscoll@apqc.org. 

CONNECT IT  |  MARY DRISCOLL

Top  
performers

Median Bottom  
performers

10 days

15 days

22 days

SOURCE: APQC BENCHMARK RESEARCH; BASED ON A SURVEY OF 137 ORGANIZATIONS, 
MOSTLY FROM NORTH AMERICA, WITH $1 BILLION OR MORE IN ANNUAL REVENUE

Ambitious Cycle 
The faster companies wrap up the “close to disclose” 
cycle, the more likely they are to be successful.

http://searchfinancialapplications.techtarget.com/guides/Financial-reporting-software-guide
mailto:mdriscoll%40apqc.org?subject=
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RETURN ON INVESTMENT is what it’s all about on business 
intelligence programs, customer engagement initia-
tives and other IT projects. If you can’t demonstrate a 
projected ROI up front, you’ve got no chance of getting 
a proposed project approved and funded. Throw that 
brilliant idea in the circular file and forget you ever 
thought of it. Right? Well, don’t be so sure. ROI isn’t all 
it’s cracked up to be.

Consider the responses to a question on our 2013 An-
alytics & Data Warehousing Reader Survey, conducted 
earlier this year. Asked to identify the top factors in eval-
uating and selecting BI tools for their organizations, the 
681 IT, BI and business professionals who answered the 
question cited integration with enterprise applications, 
cost, fit with business requirements, usability—and then 

ROI. It was a pretty distant fifth, too: Only 32% of the 
respondents made ROI one of their three choices, com-
pared with between 53% and 40% for the factors that 
ranked above it (see “Shop Around,” page 3).

And that wasn’t an outlier result. In a similar survey 
two years ago, ROI was sixth on the list of top factors  
in BI buying decisions. It isn’t just a BI thing, either.  
In another reader survey on customer relationship man-
agement programs, conducted late last year and early 
this year, measuring the ROI of marketing campaigns 
was third choice among the primary drivers for using 
marketing technology—well behind the top two picks, 
managing multiple marketing efforts and enabling orga-
nizations to follow up on sales leads more efficiently  
(see “Marketing Mentality,” page 30).

Assuming the Best
Maybe those findings aren’t surprising. After all, if you 
can’t coordinate marketing initiatives across different 
business units and turn leads into sales in a cost-effective 
way, you might not have to worry about doing any ROI 
measurements. Same on BI purchases: Issues such as 
cost, user-friendliness and the ability to integrate BI soft-
ware with other applications are crucial to determining 
whether you see a payback. And in some companies, it 
may be taken for granted that well-planned and properly 

Bow to ROI? 
Fuggedaboutit!
You can’t demonstrate a projected return on investment 
for a proposed project? Maybe you shouldn’t have to.

HINDSIGHT 
CRAIG STEDMAN

http://searchbusinessanalytics.techtarget.com/feature/Managing-multiple-BI-tools-doesnt-have-to-be-so-hard
http://searchbusinessanalytics.techtarget.com/feature/Self-service-software-broadens-BI-usage-reduces-reliance-on-IT
http://searchbusinessanalytics.techtarget.com/feature/Self-service-software-broadens-BI-usage-reduces-reliance-on-IT
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managed IT projects will result in financial returns. 
But I think there’s something else at play as well—

projects, at least some of the time, are getting approved 
and funded because they’re innovative and just might 
generate business benefits, even if those benefits can’t be 
quantified beforehand.

Such leaps of faith were a discussion topic during a 
session on ROI at this year’s Pacific Northwest BI Sum-
mit, a gathering of about 20 IT vendor execs and industry 
consultants held in late July in Grants Pass, Ore. Vendors 
obviously have a vested interest in selling technology and 
aren’t likely to be big fans of obstacles to closing deals—
like, say, an insistence on showing that investments will 
pay dividends. But the summit attendees made some 
trenchant observations about the possible consequences 
of a blind allegiance to ROI projections.

Don’t Get Put to the Sword
“ROI is a two-edged sword,” said Scott Davis, who co-
founded collaborative BI vendor Lyzasoft. “It can be very 
powerful, but it can also shackle how you do things.” Bob 
Eve, head of marketing at Cisco’s Composite Software 
unit, added that risk-averse executives use ROI require-
ments “to cover themselves, and not to do things.” Peter 
Evans, a BI and analytics product evangelist at Dell, was 
even more direct: “If your aspirations are restricted to 
ROI, you’re not going to get to where you want to be,”  
he said. “At the end of the day, damn the ROI.”

OK, that might be taking things a bit too far. Con-
sultant William McKnight, who kicked off the session 

Marketing Mentality
Business and IT professionals listed primary driv-

ers for their organizations’ use of marketing tech-

nology. Return on investment was a distant third. 

SOURCE: BASED ON RESPONSES FROM 190 BUSINESS AND IT PROS TO A 
QUESTION IN TECHTARGET’S 2013 SEARCHCRM READER CHALLENGES AND 
PRIORITIES SURVEY. THE PERCENTAGE CHOOSING “OTHER” WAS OMITTED. 
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with a presentation on ROI and total cost of ownership 
issues, said in a video interview recorded at the summit 
that having to document projected returns is a reality in 
most of the large organizations he works with. Even so, 
he agreed that going with gut instinct over hard-dollar 
calculations is sometimes what’s called for in weighing 
BI projects and other IT initiatives.

During the ROI session, Donald Farmer, VP of product 
management at QlikTech, said that one of the BI ven-
dor’s customers has two whiteboards in the lobby of its 
headquarters office. One lists discoveries with financial 
benefits that business users at the company have made 
while analyzing data in its BI system; the other lists what 
Farmer described as “cool discoveries.” The financial 
benefits board is the more important one from a business 
standpoint, he said, “but everybody wants to be on the 
cool board.”

That sounds like a philosophy worth emulating—not 
just in setting up whiteboards but also in evaluating 
proposed projects. Return on investment considerations 
can’t always be ignored. But don’t let your organization 
be a slave to the ROI grind. n 

CRAIG STEDMAN is an executive editor in TechTarget’s Business  
Applications and Architecture Media Group. Email him at cstedman 
@techtarget.com. 
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