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Five years is a long time in the computer industry. It is that long since I wrote in this column about a small Australian company called CorVu, formed in 1990 to build software for the business intelligence (BI) market.

CorVu specialises in what today is called Business Performance Management (BPM) tools, an increasingly important subset of BI that quantifies aspects of corporate performance that have long been regarded as unquantifiable. BPM has become popular in recent years, particularly since the widespread introduction of balanced scorecards.

The concept of the balanced scorecard was developed Robert Kaplan and Daniel Norton at the Harvard Business School in the early 1990s. It is a method of quantifying business performance across a range of areas beyond the conventional financial measures.

Corvu has extended the concept into a range of business activities, including strategic planning and risk management. The latest release of CorVu software, Corvu5, also includes software to manage employee incentive management plans, as well as conventional BI functionality.

I wrote about CorVu in November 1999, not too long before stock market crash we had to have. In the late 1990s the IT industry had been booming for a few years and anything seemed possible. CorVu’s exuberant founder, Justin MacIntosh, was on verge of taking his little Australian software company public in the USA.

He did this through the clever method of the reverse takeover – by buying a small underperforming public company, renaming it and transferring into it the assets of the software company. The company he chose was a small Minneapolis-based company called Minnesota American, which amongst other things made schoolroom lockers.

At the time MacIntosh had high hopes for CorVu. He was looking at listing on NASDAQ, where most of the glamour tech stocks are, and at continuing CorVu’s 100 per cent plus growth rates.

But then the tech crash hit, and most small software companies went backwards, or out of existence entirely. CorVu, like many others, had to cut right back to stay in business. It closed offices it had opened in Europe, reduced its staff numbers, and stayed close to its customers and its core products.

Last year Corvu became profitable once more, though its revenues have scarcely grown since 1999. It has now entered a new expansion phase, opening new offices in places like China, and hiring a new team of sales people. Investors have put in more cash, and MacIntosh is as bullish as he was when I spoke to him a few years ago. It’s almost as if the crash never happened – we’re all just a little older.

But things are a bit different now. As we have recovered from the crash there has been a significant consolidation in the BI market. The larger players, like Business Objects, Cognos and Hyperion all now have annual revenues of well over $US500 million, through organic growth and in some cases through significant acquisition. It is likely that this consolidation process will continue, though perhaps Larry Ellison’s forecast that 90 per cent of Silicon Valley’s software companies will disappear within five years is a little exaggerated.

The leading BI players are looking more and more like each other, with similar product suites and marketing strategies. Most of the innovation is coming from smaller companies like CorVu, which tend to get acquired if they become too successful or if they have a product which fills a void in a larger players’ lineup.

CorVu, therefore, is an acquisition target. It has good technology, a great customer list, and it’s still small enough to be easily digestible. MacIntosh made his fortune in real estate in the 1980s, and is not beholden to VCs or other investors. He doesn’t want to sell, but of course every man has his price, and he tells me that anything is possible.

But perhaps not yet. CorVu is itself looking to acquire suitable smaller companies, and MacIntosh’s favoured strategy is to build the company to ten times its current size, with profits to match, rather than be acquired too early.

Despite its setbacks in recent years CorVu is a real Australian software success story. It has been headquartered in the USA for ten years, but all development still takes place in Australia. It counts amongst its customers the US Army, Toyota, Hilton Hotels, AMP, Australia Post and vendors Sun Microsystems (with whom it has a strategic alliance) and Dell.

The US Army’s installation is the company’s largest. The Army uses CorVu software as the centrepiece of its Strategic Readiness System (SRS), developed to measure and manage its combat-readiness. It is one of the largest such implementations in the world, with over 400 SRS balanced scorecards and moving towards 40,000 users. Just last month CorVu signed a similar deal with the US Air Force.

Corvu is still a small company. It has just 125 staff, most of them split between its headquarters in Minneapolis and its development centre in Sydney. Whether it prospers as an independent vendor or gets snapped up by one of the larger players may well depend on how long Justin MacIntosh wants to keep on doing what he’s doing. On current form, that will probably be quite some time.
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