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The software industry is changing. Most people’s eyes have been on Oracle’s relentless assault on Peoplesoft, or on SCO’s ridiculous attempts to claim ownership of Linux. But that’s not all. A series of important acquisitions have significantly rationalised another important part of the landscape.
Over the past few months the competitive and fragmented business intelligence market has greatly simplified. “Business intelligence” may sound like an oxymoron, but it is actually the term used to describe software that helps people get at the data locked away in their computer systems. It is necessary because most business software is optimised around recording and storing transactions, which is not the way most people want to view data.

Typically, we want to see things sorted by customers, or geographical regions, or we want to see comparisons over time. Business intelligence, or BI, systems are designed to present data in these more user-friendly ways. They use a variety of clever technologies, such as OLAP (on-line analytical programming), to do this. OLAP allows data to be viewed and sliced in multiple dimensions, by use of a “data cube”.
BI systems have been around for a while, under a number of different monikers. They were once called DSS (decision support systems), then they were called EIS (executive information systems). That term has now fallen into disfavour, because nowadays this software is used by everyone, not just executives.
The BI market has long had a large number of very small vendors. It has been ripe for consolidation for some time, now tougher times have forced the inevitable changes. There will be many more to follow, as there will be in just about every part of the industry.

The first major acquisition occurred when budgeting software company Adaytum was acquired by Cognos late last year. Cognos has been the highest profile BI provider, and has grown strongly in recent years. Its acquisition of Adaytum gave it a stronger product set in the burgeoning corporate performance management (CPM) market, which attempts to measure how a company is doing by using more yardsticks than the standard financial performance metrics.
Then a few months ago Comshare was acquired by GEAC, a Canadian company that has bought up a swag of enterprise software companies over the years. Comshare was the BI market leader in the 1980s, when BI was called EIS, but it maintained a mainframe mentality and failed to adapt to the cheaper PC pricing models of the 1990s.

Then just a couple of weeks ago two major acquisitions rocked the BI market. French BI company Business Objects acquired Crystal Decisions for $US820 million, and Hyperion acquired Brio for $US142 million. Both acquisitions were good product fits, and have received the thumbs up from industry analysts.
These rationalisations mean that there are now just four major players in the BI field: SAS Institute, Business Objects, Hyperion, and Cognos. In many cases they do not directly compete, but they do operate in essentially the same space. There are still quite a few smaller players, but they will find it increasingly difficult, and they will not worry the big boys much. The real competition will come from elsewhere.

The major ERP players, in particular SAP and Oracle, have long had their own BI products. They have not been as functional or as easy to use as those from the specialised BI vendors, but they have been getting better, and they have had the advantage of being integrated with the vendors’ ERP suites. Seibel, the struggling CRM (customer relationship management) market leader, has also been sniffing around the BI market.

But the company to really watch out for in the BI space is Microsoft. It has pretty well left the market to others, after making a few half-hearted attempts at promoting Excel as a BI tool in the mid-90s, but is now making a run. Consider that all the competitive products run on Windows, and make heavy use of Microsoft technology. And Microsoft’s SQL/Server database, which is becoming the most widely used after Oracle, now has significant OLAP capability.
Microsoft held a roadshow around Australia earlier this year to promote its BI capabilities. But MS Office is still a long way from being able to do some of the specialist BI functions of the dedicated suppliers. Microsoft has consistently misunderstood the BI market, but it must became a significant player eventually, because this stuff should be its home turf. It has bought into the ERP space with its acquisitions of Great Plains and Navision, and BI is a logical next step for Microsoft.
Bill Gates announced last week that Microsoft was going to hang on to the tens of billions of dollars it has in the bank, rather than squander it on strange things like shareholder dividends. This money may well be used for R&D, as he claimed, but a major BI acquisition by Microsoft would not really surprise. Microsoft has enough money to buy whoever it wants, or is allowed to.
Oracle’s Larry Ellison famously said earlier this year that 90 per cent of the industry’s software companies would disappear within a few years. That seems like a pretty good prediction to me.
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