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It has long amazed me that computer systems so seldom provide the sort of information that people can readily use. Computer systems are sometimes called information systems, and the whole industry is sometimes called information technology, but it often seems that real, practical, useful information remains elusive.

A whole industry has grown up around extracting information from these so-called information systems. Computers are very good at recording transactions, and in storing and processing data. They are much less good at presenting this data in a way that makes it immediately understandable to humans.
Hence the rise of a whole range of tools, variously known at various times as decision support systems, executive information systems, data extraction tools, business intelligence, report writers, and many other names. All have been attempts to extract transactional data from computer systems and present it in a user-friendly manner more akin to the way humans naturally think about information.

The fact that there have been so many different types of product, with so many different names, indicates both how difficult this is and how strong is the desire to make it happen. And the quest, it seems, is never-ending. I have in the last couple of months come across three new products which represent a whole new breed of application, which we might call “management dashboards”.

Each of them comes from a very different company with a very different background. But they all attempt to bring disparate information about an organisation’s operations together into a series of measurements that can all be observed simultaneously, as in the dashboard of a car.

The first comes from SAS Institute, long one of my favourite companies, and one which has undergone a profound change in recent years. SAS remains private, in a landscape of publicly-owned software companies. It is the largest private software company in the world, with annual revenues of around $US1 billion. Being private, it is a not a slave to the share market and the tyranny of quarterly reporting, so it is able to get on with its real job of investing large amounts into the research and development of useful software products.
Most of SAS’s products over the years have been slightly esoteric data extraction tools – designed for and used by techies in mainframe sites to do statistical analysis and things like that. But much of the company’s impressive growth in recent years has been through using these products to build real applications that can be used by business people. One such is SAS’s ITMS, which stands for IT Management Solutions.

ITMS allows you to “gain an enterprise view of your IT environment”. It monitors the performance of hardware, software, networks and business operations, taking data from disparate sources and presenting them in a consistent interface.

The second product is called Optane, and comes from a company called Mercury Interactive, which has its roots in mainframe performance measurement. Mercury is attempting popularise the term “business process optimisation” (BPO) to describe what Optane does, which is to extend the concept of performance measurement beyond hardware and software towards a “business-centric approach to measuring application quality at each stage of the lifecycle.”
IT analysts Gartner see Optane as giving Mercury a real chance of growing from a $US361 billion company. “Mercury’s BTO strategy speaks directly to the main problem confronting today’s CEOs and CIOs: information systems organisations must deliver more with fewer resources.”

ITMS and Optane are similar products, despite their different heritage. Another product that is similar, but with a very different background and with a very different end result, comes from services company Atos Origin.

Atos Origin was spun off from Dutch electronics giant Philips a few years ago. It as now teamed up with ERP vendor SAP to offer a product called the Management Cockpit. This is as much a service as a product, and it involves setting up a boardroom with up to 108 separate displays, each the size of a TV monitor, showing different aspects of the organisation’s operations – what are often called KPIs, or key performance indicators. The data can be extracted through business intelligence tools, or by the use of ITMS or Optane or any other product, for a “war-room” feel.
The product was originally developed by Patrick Georges, a Belgian neurosurgeon, before being adopted by SAP. He formed a company based around building data representations based on cognitive science, optimising the way the human mind processes information.

It’s not brain surgery, but it’s still pretty complex, and Atos Origin makes its money by working out all the data extraction and presentation technologies and tying all the different pieces together. The end result is very impressive, if expensive.

All these systems, and many others I have not mentioned here, are attempts to make sense out of the often confusing array of data coming out of – or not coming out of – computer systems. The fact that we are still grappling with these problems more than 50 years into the computer age shows what a little distance we have travelled, and how far we have to go.
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