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Reader comment from previous newsletter.

Thanks Robert....Good newsletter.

 

Have some info for you related to one of the article para's

 

The Digital Dashboard noted at GE is in fact a Balanced Scorecard adjunct to their e-BI systems which was written as a full Business Objects (Business Intelligence Toolset) application.  This toolset is my 100% focus these days at Eagle.  The front end cascading scorecards were built using the Business Objects SDK (VB based) and interfaced with the standard Business Objects off the shelf analysis and reporting tools.

 

I am hoping to deploy this solution at one of our client sites this year.

 

Chris Lines 
Eagle Technology Group Limited 
  649 639 0664 
 025 365 012 
 chris_lines@eagle.co.nz
 Chris: good luck, I’ll be interested to see how it goes.

Should IT Projects be run like Construction Projects?

IT projects have a reputation for poor management - never on time, always over budget.  In comparison construction projects seem to have a much better record of on-time and on-budget delivery.  However to infer, as a recent paper in Project Management Journal did, that if the IT industry were to adopt practices of the construction industry then it too could achieve similar levels of project success, is naive. There are significant differences between the two situations and simply applying the approach appropriate in construction to IT is a recipe for disaster.  I believe that our most dramatic IT project failures are associated with attempts to apply construction's waterfall methodology to an IT project, and that our increasing success with IT projects (yes, we are getting better!) comes from understanding the differences between IT and construction and discarding inappropriate practices.

In a response to the PMJ paper I identified several factors where construction projects differ significantly from IT projects: -

· Understanding the requirements.

· The importance of getting it right first time

· The use and understanding of modelling tools

· The role of subcontractors

· Lack of good quality metrics for estimation

· The importance of the learning effect

· The role of quantity surveyors

· The role of inspection and building codes.

While the adoption of some construction practices would be beneficial, others would not. The skill of an IT project manager is in understanding the subtleties of the project, choosing the appropriate methodology for it, and managing the customers expectations appropriately.  The trade-off options between certainty of cost and usefulness of outcome are very different in the IT environment.  In particular, the common focus of all of the agile methodologies (RAD, iterative prototyping, eXtreme Programming, etc) is to deliver something useful quickly and then iteratively refine this.  This makes it harder to estimate the final costs, but these methods are demonstrably superior in delivering what is really needed.  This approach is not available to the construction industry.  We cannot grow a room into a house, nor a house into a hospital.

For a more detailed version of my paper, click http://www.robertb.co.nz/project.htm and follow the link to the paper 'Should IT Projects be run like Construction Projects'.

Web Services.

I’m starting to hear a lot about “Web Services”, and I commented in my previous email that this just might be THE NEXT BIG THING, but it could also be THE NEXT BIG HYPE.

What are Web Services?  

Here's an excellent introduction from McKinsey.  

When Computers Learn to Talk - a Web Services Primer
Breathless predictions are too often the kiss of death for emerging technologies. Will it be any different for Web services, the latest wave of innovation on the Internet? Big investments by players like IBM, Microsoft, and Sun Microsystems have convinced some observers that Web services will soon be a reality. Yet significant hurdles remain—including security and consumer privacy.

Obstacles notwithstanding, potentially powerful innovations are building behind the buzz. This primer explains what Web services are, what you need to know to be conversant with the underlying technology, and why, in the end, you may decide to pay close attention as Web services evolve.
Does the technology's promise justify the hype? 

Here's another paper - Part One: -
http://itmanagement.earthweb.com/cio/article/0,,11967_971651,00.html
Part Two: -
http://itmanagement.earthweb.com/cio/article/0,,11967_972661,00.html
Visual Studio .NET, the Tipping Point

Microsoft's scheduled release Wednesday of the main developer tool for the .NET architecture will be a watershed event for Web services, but Redmond still has challenges to overcome. Last of a three-part series.

http://itmanagement.earthweb.com/cio/article/0,,11967_973611,00.html

The Web Services Dilemma: .NET or Java 2?

With the release of Microsoft's Visual Studio.NET, the competing .NET and Java 2 platforms each present challenges and charms for IT decision-makers now picking a Web services strategy.

http://itmanagement.earthweb.com/entdev/article/0,,11979_974571,00.html
It seems apt that Roger Sessions (www.objectwatch.com) is offering a course "Software Fortresses, J2EE, and .NET", with the byline "Don't try to choose between J2EE and .NET, use them both!"

Even if you are not planning to embrace .Net, it is important (and perhaps vital) to keep an eye on developments in: 

· XML (Extensible Markup Language) 

· UDDI (Universal Description, Discovery, and Integration) 

· WSDL (Web Services Description Language) 

· SOAP (Simple Object Access Protocol)

Some of these protocols have other uses, but for the next several years Web services will dominate much of their use and development. These standards are the reason people feel Web services have a much better chance for success than previous distributed application schemes (e.g., CORBA and DCOM). Adherence to standards will determine just how well Web services components can really interoperate.

As somebody once said to me, "The great thing about standards is that there are so many to choose from".

Purebuild - New Software for Building Companies.

For the past 2 1/2 years I have been assisting a development of software for New Zealand's largest residential home builder.  We have developed a system that is, we believe, the state of the art, an Internet-enabled integrated system dealing with estimation, ordering, building (project management/scheduling), and accounting (making payments, and management reporting).  The system is now available commercially, and we are seeking interest from building and construction companies.  

While Purebuild would be interesting if its only claim was that it offered unparalleled ease of use and flexibility for all building-management jobs it's also interesting because of its potential to integrate with the new world of web services.  It uses XML to communicate with the external world, for example generating orders and date-required reports in XML, and although we normally generate HTML from the XML, the potential exists to pass the XML directly to the computer systems of its supply partners.

For more information on this system, see http://www.purebuild.com/
IT and Productivity

The question "Does IT aid productivity" remains controversial.  It is generally accepted that there was little evidence of productivity benefits from IT before 1990. The relative success of the Japanese economy, where IT was used much less than in the US, was supporting evidence that IT had little effect. However, the US economy rebounded in the last decade: this was ascribed by most (including me) to IT.

In the latest HBR (March 2002), a brief article by McKinsey's T. Michael Nevens raises some doubts.  He believes that competition and innovation, not IT, are the real drivers of productivity.  There is a relationship between productivity and IT, and in particular some of the innovation has been enabled by IT, but the relationship is murky.  IT had a major effect in some sectors of the economy, but in others it had virtually no effect.

My take on this:  if IT enables innovation, then it can be a major factor, otherwise it's just part of the background overheads, and may be wasteful.
