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“Can't the computer just tell me where to go today?”

The president of a global insurance company recently asked just that question. “No, that's not the way it works”, he was told.  He replied that the current approach to finding internal information and dealing with “InfoGlut” was “very high maintenance”, which is a polite way of saying “not very desirable”.  

From that discussion was conceived a new product, called InfoScout.  Like the Terminator in the movie of the same name, InfoScout exists for one reason: To deliver concise, timely organizational information to individuals responsible for corporate decision making.

This article talks about why such a product is needed, and presents information about the InfoScout approach to monitoring internal business information to provide timely information to those individuals who need it.

What is InfoGlut

Information Overload, commonly referred to as InfoGlut, grows as gigabytes and terabytes (1,000 gigabytes) of information accumulate each and every day in an organization.  This organizational knowledge is appealing as a source of significant information.  However, finding that information, hunting it down on a regular basis, and acting on it, currently takes a lot of work.  Like a new year’s exercise program, two weeks of reality generally overwhelm the best of intentions in keeping abreast of organizational information.

Dealing with InfoGlut on an “ad hoc” basis will overwhelm all but the most persistent infomaniacs.  The answer lies in the realm of agent software that does the homework for you, so you can do the smart work.  An agent that delivers the results to you, daily, for your inspection, with no effort on your part.  The best delivery package is a Notes 4 mail message with collapsible sections and pop-up boxes that deliver a condensed look at your important organizational information, categorized by topic, in one mail message.
Why Personalized Information Retrieval & Delivery?

First, let’s look at why this is a problem (for those who are not already convinced).  Due to the economic constraints of programming and the efficiencies of creating large reports that serve a broad audience of readers, current information distribution methodologies tend towards more standardization and less flexibility.  The attempt to define user requirements and build reporting programs that continue to meet these requirements over several years does not adequately address the ever changing business landscape.  What is deemed important during the specification stage oftentimes is unimportant once the final reporting product is delivered.  

This is a problem that often and unfairly gets blamed on the internal IS group.  The real problem is the unavailability of a flexible information retrieval and delivery mechanism that allows information customers to change their mind as frequently as the business landscape changes.  Personalized Information Retrieval and Delivery works to resolve the problem by letting individuals receive just the information needed for the performance of their business function.

Getting  ROI2 on the Assets of the  Corporation

Huge volumes of information have been gathered, at a great cost to every organization.  This information is an asset of the corporation.  As such, it needs to provide a return to the organization.  And it already does.  Most of the information is derived from operational systems that produce value to the organization, such as producing an invoice.  The information does not disappear with the printing of the invoice.  It still has value.  Thus we have the concept of ROI2 : Return on the Information Investment.  This return takes two forms:  Hard dollar return (e.g. improved productivity) and soft dollar return (e.g. better running of business operations via timely information delivery).

Why Current “Search” Approaches are Backwards

Most reporting approaches require the recipient to “look for” the information, and draw conclusions relevant to his business function.  This is an inconvenient approach, not at all aligned with the philosophy of modern business, forever looking for "low maintenance" approaches to business problems.  

What was needed, and to date has not been filled, is an approach to information delivery where the recipient does not "look for" the information, but where the information "looks for" the recipient.  This is a complete reversal of the current methodology, and nothing less than this will accomplish the important goal of relevant information delivery.

Obstacles to Personalized Information Retrieval & Delivery

Paper reporting systems

Paper reporting systems are the medium for most people to receive corporate information.  This causes three obstacles:  Rigidity, fixedness and lack of currency.  Rigidity means that reporting relationships are pre-set, and do not offer easy means of reviewing this information.  Fixedness means that changing these relationships may take weeks or months to complete.  Both exacerbate currency, which is the ability to reflect current business and economic conditions in time to act beneficially to the business.

Disparate Data Sources

Another impediment to Personalized Reporting is the disparate ways information is collected.  This is done for good operational reasons.  Some of the best sources of Organizational information are derived from on-line systems which organize information in ways that are excellent for order entry (for example), but poor for reporting.  Disparate Data Sources cause all casual users to throw up their hands in frustration.  It takes a database expert or infomaniac to understand where all of the corporate information assets are located.  To run an ad-hoc query tool requires more knowledge about where the information is located than a non-IS person should have to know, or would want to know.  Finally, most of these tools will not easily understand the database structures of Lotus Notes.

Multiple Heterogeneous Data Sources

It is impossible for any one user to search all of the following:  Traditional databases, Notes databases, Word Processing documents, the World Wide Web and Electronic Newsfeeds to stay abreast of what’s happening.  These multiple heterogeneous data sources make uniform search and retrieval impossible.
Costs of Current Way

To appreciate the value of Personalized Reporting, it is important that a cost/benefit be undertaken.  Otherwise, why change anything?

Estimate the cost to the organization of providing information to the various internal business functions today.  Over time.  Now for the really excruciatingly painful part.  Look at how much of this is done more than once.  That estimate of duplicated effort is 100% wasted money.  And worse yet, some of the information doesn't agree because it was derived differently.  Finally, look at the cost to disseminate that information to others via memos, informational meetings, and informal meetings.  It is staggering, and  is happening in every organization.

“TellMeWare” Approach to Personalized Reporting

As mentioned before, most reporting approaches requires the recipient to “look for” the information, and draw conclusions relevant to his business function.  This is an inconvenient approach, not at all aligned with the philosophy of modern business, forever looking for "low maintenance" approaches to business problems.  

What InfoScout finally provides is an approach to information delivery where the recipient does not “look for” the information, but where the information “looks for” the recipient.

Once the information has found the recipient, it tells him where to go today (politely).  That is why InfoScout is "TellMeWare".  The characteristics of this software are that it fully knows your Personalized Information Requirements (your Information PIQture), and tells you where to go today.  TellMeWare turns the information management paradigm upside down.  The information tells you what you should do with itself.  This action-oriented approach replaces a host of other pretenders to the throne of decision support systems with the only real answer.

What is InfoScout?
InfoScout is "TellMeWare".  InfoScout is at your beck and call, and helps sift through the many megabytes of data accumulating in your Organization's data warehouses, data marts, Lotus Notes, the World Wide Web, word processing documents and electronic newsfeeds each and every day, and “tells you where” to go (to do your job) today.

InfoScout will tell you what's new relative to your business function.  Like a good administrative assistant, InfoScout knows what you like to “look out” for, and delivers it to you.  The Postman delivers mail to your home each day.  Some of it is expected, and some unexpected.  So, too, InfoScout delivers, each day, internal information, some of it expected, and some unexpected. InfoScout results are delivered via Notes e-mail as a “Front Page”.  Figure 1 shows a sample InfoScout Front Page.  As you can see, InfoScout is very action oriented, with “To-Do Items”, “Follow Ups”, “You need to Fix these Problems”, and many other user-definable categories.  These categories, combined with daily delivery, makes the information actionable, and very much alive.

Subscriptions
Asking for the same information every day or even once a week is not an ad hoc query.  By definition, an ad hoc query occurs occasionally.  A regular ad hoc query is more properly a scheduled or subscribed query.  The new concept here is that one can subscribe to one’s own information. InfoScout indeed lets you subscribe to your own internal information.  Sales results, new hires, competitive intelligence, newsfeeds, overdue invoices, call reports, scheduled meetings, new and lost customers are just a few examples of daily information that can be subscribed to.  Picture daily delivery of organizational happenings delivered to you just as you receive your daily newspaper.

Supported Information Sources

InfoScout sifts through the many megabytes of data accumulating in every organization each and every day.  Some of the sources to which InfoScout users can subscribe:  

· Notes Databases

· ODBC compatible databases:

Oracle, Informix SQL Server, Sybase, AS/400, DB2, DEC Rdb

· Word Processing Documents

· Electronic News Feeds

· World Wide Web.

Sales Scenario

"Watches" are created by users to search and retrieve one collection of information.  The following example shows one of the ways that InfoScout helps people to do their job by telling them what to do today.

Problem:  

A salesperson wants to watch her account sales for significant activity.

How she used to do it:  

Her Administrative Assistant used to mark with a highlighter pen those accounts whose sales have increased or decreased by 10%.  The Administrative Assistant used a word processor to create a report that lists the accounts and the amounts they have changed.

How the Salesperson does it now:

A "Sales Watch" reviews daily sales numbers for specific accounts.  The salesperson does nothing except receive the account information into her InfoScout “Front Page”.

What if she needs more information?

If she needs more information, she can double click on a picture of a piece of paper (a doclink) on her Front Page to review the InfoScout details referencing the customer in question.

What if she wants to change the criteria?

She can change the delta of the report by changing the Sales InfoScout agent.  This is done by clicking on a button on the resultant Front Page.

Sidebar:  TellMeWare Scenarios

These scenarios are representative of the types of things people “Watch” for.  Picture each of these managers entering the office in the morning and reviewing any "hot" items before the hustle and bustle of the day begins:

· An Accounting Manager - All Accounts Receivable older than 90 days.

· A Men's Furnishings Buyer - Any item whose sales dropped from last week to begin a markdown process to clear out slow moving items.

· A Customer Service Manager - All customer service issues that have not been resolved in 7 days, to enable her to escalate these problems.

· A Purchasing Manager - All purchase orders placed for more than $50,000, so that she can approve or disapprove them.

· A Marketing Manager - All products that are below the company's standard sales margin percentage, to better help manage low performing product lines, along with a competitors Web site.

· A Loan Officer at a lending institution - All non-performing loans, to quickly establish an action plan before they default.

· An Insurance Company Salesperson - All policies up for renewal in 90 days, to make sure these accounts are not lost to competition.

· A Purchasing Agent - All purchase orders requisitions made for vendors that he manages.

· An Financial Manager - All new purchase orders placed this week so that he can manage cash and provide for cash to pay the incoming invoices.

· Everyone at a large manufacturer wants a Watch of today's follow-up items taken from various databases.

Conclusion

It’s about time that the computer can tell you what’s happening in your organization without endless hours “surfing” for information in corporate databases, warehouses, data marts, the World Wide Web, Electronic Newsfeeds, Word Processing Documents and Lotus Notes files.  End-users’ work functions require timely information from a variety of heterogeneous data sources.  In that way, they have the facts at their fingertips each and every business day.  One user said it best: “InfoScout delivers my morning information with my morning coffee.  I now have enough information to make most of my decisions, and not be surprised by changing business conditions.”

The time for a product like InfoScout has come.  A product where information “looks for” its recipient, and not the other way around.  This solves the dilemma of how to organize the data warehouse to make everyone happy.  The answer is that it does not really matter how the data is organized.  InfoScout will find what’s important to an individual, and deliver it to them each and every morning.  

More and more companies are letting the computer tell them where to go today, thanks to this breakthrough technology.
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