Succeeding in e-business

by Ian Graham*
Most modern companies today, not just the start-ups, are engaging in some form of e-business, whether it be mere advertising of products and services or full-blown e-commerce.  The risks they face are many.  Stakeholders usually require a rapid return on investment and this can only be achieved if the following issues can be addressed simultaneously.

· The development team must ensure they understand and engage with the real business issues.  Technical solutions that fail to meet real objectives usually fail.

· Poor integration with legacy systems is a common cause of failure.  You must be able to build an effective integration layer quickly and cost-effectively.

· The development process must reflect the time-critical nature of e-projects.  And it has to be repeatable and sufficiently lightweight to be actually adopted by developers.

· The site must be easy and rewarding to use for a wide range of customers, some of whom you have never met.  There is no second chance on the web.

· Finally, the firm needs to recruit, retain and grow the skills of its team.

None of these challenges is trivial.

One leading fashion retailer faced all these problems.  Its legacy systems were largely based on AS400 technology and the developers were comfortable with RPG.  They had also built client-side systems using Visual Basic.  However, IBM were sending out clear signals that indicated that this company would have to adopt Java in the future if it was to move forward.  At the same time there were strong commercial arguments for improving its B2B processes for better supply chain integration.  The decision was taken to create a trail-blazing team that would learn and act as champions for the new technology.  This team would specify and design two new systems.  One would handle the charges for warehouse-based finishing of garments, as requested by retail outlets.  The next step was to take the knowledge that they had acquired out to the rest of the organization.

Clearly a traditional consultancy engagement would not provide appropriate levels of knowledge transfer.  The team had to install a new process, learn about component based development (CBD), learn how to engage with users in this context, develop middleware to integrate with the legacy and, of course, learn to program in Java.  Two TriReme consultants were therefore engaged as mentors.

We started by running a one-day awareness briefing for everyone involved and then worked with the team to define a suitable and lightweight development process, which was delivered as an 80-page web site, accessible throughout the organization.  Simultaneously the team went through week-long training in CBD and Java.  After this we worked with them as they built the system.  In this way the team was able to gain confidence and become productive very quickly.  We ran a joint workshop with users to establish the objectives and use cases and outline the architecture.  Within weeks the team were running their own workshops for their second project unassisted.  They had also begun to tweak the process document – showing me that they had taken ownership of it.

In another engagement we worked with an internet bank to establish their software development process aimed at developing J2EE components to support international white labelling of bank services and rolling out applications based on these components.  Here it was clear that a standard process would not do: there had to be different process for component development and application building based on the components.  Both processes were considerably influenced by eXtreme Programming.

The lessons I learnt from these and other projects are as follows.

· Make sure that the developers and the users develop a shared language.  Facilitated workshops help enormously with this.  Manage projects around business objectives.

· Ensure your process is based on sound CBD practice.  Concentrate on defining interfaces and adaptors.

· Keep the process lightweight and flexible.  Make sure everyone ‘owns’ it.

· Use experienced mentors who will be happy to transfer knowledge rather than consultants who will do the work and take the knowledge with them.

Which brings us to the outstanding issue of designing a useable site.  Again, experienced mentors can help, as can reading the several books now available on the topic.  We have been trying to distil this knowledge into a pattern language that ordinary folk can use to create great sites.  You can look at a rough draft of this at www.trireme.com (click on Web Usability patterns).
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* Ian Graham is Principal Consultant at TriReme International Ltd. and author of a number of books on advanced IT practice.  Contact: www.trireme.com; 0161-225-3240.
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