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Like any industry, the computer industry can be very boring. At least, there are some very boring aspects to it.

People who write about the computer industry, or who follow it in other ways as analysts or researchers, tend to concentrate on the exciting bits. That is why the computer press is full of articles about snazzy hardware or Internet applications or hot new acronymised buzzwords like ASP, CRM, WAP and the like.

It's also why the analyst companies concentrate on the same things. They're all following the high-profile sexy stuff, and no one much follows architectures or operating systems that have gone out of fashion, like mainframes or AS/400s, or even Unix. I twigged to this many years ago, and made a successful career of following unfashionable stuff, simply because no one else was doing it. I figured I could earn a good living by monopolising the field for research and articles on boring subjects, and so it proved to be.

But there was one area I would never touch, because it was just TOO boring. That was competitive hardware pricing. I used to get requests from suppliers to find out what their competitors were charging for their equipment, but after a few forays into the field, I found it to be almost terminally uninteresting, and I devoted myself to more pleasurable and worthwhile occupations such as tracking operating system usage rates by industry.

I ended up referring a lot of these pricing enquiries to a small company set up in a flat in the Sydney suburb of Manly by John Tulloch, who I knew years ago as a marketing manager at the now-defunct Prime Computer. Way back in 1986 John left Prime and set up a small company, grandly named Ideas International, to track the price levels of different brands of minicomputers.

Prime was at that time one of the major minicomputer companies. Like its onetime rivals Data General, Wang, DEC and a dozen others it has been consigned to the dustbin of history, swept away by cheap PC-based servers, but that's another story. John, like most minicomputer marketing managers, found that half his job seemed to consist of tracking the prices his competitors were charging. He saw a market opportunity in providing that information to computer companies.

So Ideas International was born. Another ex-Primer called Ian Birks joined John and pretty soon they had a handy little business finding out what prices everybody was charging for minicomputers and mainframes and servers, and selling this information to anybody who wanted to buy it - mostly marketing and sales departments of major computer suppliers.

I have come to know John and Ian and their happy bunch of pricing analysts quite well over the years. I have also been amazed that they have stuck so doggedly at one of the most boring tasks I can imagine. They have grown steadily since they began, until they now track the price of just about everything you can imagine in the computer industry, in about every location on the planet. They also analyse the performance of computers, so that they can compare how different machines from different manufacturers stack up against each other on price-performance.

Day in and day out, all around the world, they indefatigably get information from price lists and marketing departments and resellers, enter it into an enormous database, and sell it off to an increasing band of customers. They have worldwide contracts with most of the major computer suppliers, and they are the world leaders in what they do. As John Tulloch says, they have essentially outsourced the competitive pricing function from the marketing departments of computer companies all around the world, relieving them of one of their most tedious and time-consuming tasks.

They have resisted the temptation, which was strong at times, to diversify beyond pricing and price-performance analysis. Their database would have enabled them to, without too much trouble, move into the sort of strategic analysis and forecasting that some of the major analysis groups like Gartner specialise in, but they doggedly stuck to their core business and made sure they were the best at it. Now they virtually have the field to themselves and have become a real Australian IT industry success story - fully 99 per cent of their revenues comes from overseas, mostly from the major US computer suppliers.

They have been so successful that next week they will become Australia's newest public company, listing on the Australian Stock Exchange. Tulloch and Birks have invited on to the board two very high profile individuals - Len Rust, long time head of IDC Australia, who is chairman, and Lindsay Yelland, former Telstra bigwig.

Their listing, which closed last week, was oversubscribed - a very good performance in what is a very tight market at the moment. They will use the money from the float to expand into some new areas, including selling their information to users as well as sellers of computers.

And John Tulloch and Ian Birks have done quite well out of it, which they deserve to do. After having stuck at something so boring for so long maybe now they can start to enjoy life.
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