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What is the most common response you get nowadays when you ask a someone about their work? “I’m really busy,” they invariably say. It seems to be the mantra of the modern world. All of us, it seems, are working harder than ever before.

Why is this? There are many reasons. Virtually all businesses, large and small and in every industry and every country, have had to make their business processes more efficient in recent years. The global environment is very competitive, and only the fittest can survive. Our workdays are filled with endless demands to get things done quickly.

Ten years ago we talked about “business process re-engineering”. That term has fallen into disuse, but what it describes has not. If anything, it is more widespread than ever before. If your organisation is not constantly re-engineering its business processes, it is likely to go out of business very soon.

We now have a whole new series of business buzzwords, many of which have to do with the need for speed (a phrase that has itself become a buzzword). We talk about shorter cycle times, and instant response, and faster time to market. It’s all about business velocity and just-in-time manufacturing.

Mobile phones and PDAs and various wireless technologies mean that we are never out of contact. Telecommuting is now commonplace, and for many people the distinction between home and office, or work and play, has disappeared.

We are, increasingly, living in what The Economist magazine in a major supplement recently calls the “real time economy”. Every business process now happens almost instantly. Business letters used to take a few days to send and receive. Then came the fax, which shortened this to a few hours. Now email makes it happen in a few minutes, or even a few seconds when necessary.

Recently my house was burgled and I lost my laptop. I ordered a new one online. I built the configuration on the Internet, and a new machine was on my desk in Wollongong less than three days later. The amazing thing is that it was manufactured, within that time, in Malaysia. (I am happy to report that the supplier was Dell). Amazing stuff, but that’s how the world works now.

Business intelligence systems supply up-to-the minute reporting on sales and stock levels. Supply chain management systems track the manufacturing and distribution process as they happen. The pace of business life grows faster every day.

This is not a recent phenomenon. The whole history of business has been about using technology to gain competitive advantage. Steamships and trains, and then the telegraph and telephone, revolutionised the 19th century world. Air travel and radio and TV did the same in the 20th. Globalisation is the inevitable consequence.

The difference now is that the response times and cycle times are so small that they are approaching zero. When that happens, you have the “real time enterprise” (RTE), a term coined by IT consultancy Gartner in to describe the kind of organisation that will inevitably evolve to meet these challenges.

Gartner originally coined the terms “zero latency” and “zero latency enterprise” (ZTE) to describe this phenomenon. Fortunately this term has fallen into disuse, except at Hewlett-Packard, where it has been adopted as their codeword for real-time applications.

Becoming an RTE is no longer a question of “if”, says Roy Schulte, a Gartner research fellow. “The sooner an enterprise embraces and implements the concept, the stronger its competitive position is likely to be.”
Real time applications are not new, explains Schulte. “Many business tasks have used online systems for more than 30 years. What is new is that multiple parts of the enterprise work together in real time, so information is shared immediately beyond the boundaries of one application system or business unit, and actions can be coordinated and optimised more holistically.”
Gartner has adopted the concept of the real-time enterprise wholeheartedly, and it was the theme of its most recent worldwide symposium series. It permeates just about all of Gartner’s thinking about the future of IT and the future of business.

Gartner is also popularising the term “straight through processing”, inevitably abbreviated as STP, to describe the related phenomenon of data going “straight through” an information system. An example of this occurs when a point-of-sale terminal records a sale and connects to the inventory system in real time. That one sale may alert the system that inventory has fallen below a certain point, which automatically triggers a “buy” signal to the purchasing system, which orders more product. All real-time and untouched by human hand.
The pace of change in the modern world, and the speed of doing business, is such that real time operation is not an option. It is a necessity. Organisations that are not operating in real time are increasingly finding that their competitors are. That means real-time reporting systems, real-time supply chain management systems, and real-time fulfilment systems.

Another appropriate Gartner phrase is the “window of tolerance” – the expectation that people have of how quickly a business process should be performed. Around the world, in every industry, that window is getting smaller.
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