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    1. The concept of a digital nervous system for a business

    2. Operations & processes and a digital nervous system

    3. Knowledge & know-how and a digital nervous system

    4. Commerce & customer interactions and a digital nervous system

  


  
    Book Presentation: Business @ the speed of thought by Bill Gates


    Main Idea


    Competitive business advantage in the twenty-first century will revolve around an organization’s ability to adapt to changing circumstances rapidly. To achieve this, information needs to flow within the business enterprise efficiently. The best way to achieve this is by building a Digital Nervous System.


    A Digital Nervous System combines personal computer, Internet and communications technologies. It also includes, the management processes built around digital activities. In the final analysis, a Digital Nervous System will be the conceptual framework around which a better understanding of the challenges of the marketplace will be constructed – and from which the company’s response will be planned and implemented.


    Any company that can integrate the transfer of information around the organization so completely that business decisions at all levels of the organization can literally be made as quickly as information becomes available will be ideally suited to the demands and requirements of the evolving business environment – the ‘‘killer application’’ of business in the twenty-first century.


    1. The concept of a digital nervous system for a business


    Main Idea


    A Digital Nervous System is a set of processes by which a company gathers information and responds to it. In addition to the requisite hardware and software, it also requires the insight and collaborative efforts of the employees responding to the information they are supplied with.


    Supporting Ideas


    A Digital Nervous System is the link between strategic thinking (the basis for forward planning) and the three key elements of regular, ongoing business activities:


    
      	Operations and processes – manufacturing, marketing, etc.


      	Knowledge and know-how


      	Commerce and customer interactions
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    A world-class Digital Nervous System can be used to differentiate your company from its competitors. The ability to gather, manage and apply timely information can be a strong, sustainable competitive advantage.


    In fact, the unimpeded flow of information is the lifeblood of any company – because it enables you to maximize the effectiveness of employees and learn exactly what it is customers want. How effectively this information can be gathered, analyzed and acted upon will determine the long-term viability – or otherwise – of any business enterprise.


    A good Digital Nervous System empowers managers to base decisions on facts rather than intuition. It also distributes information to the management level at which meaningful decisions can be made – which is frequently middle management rather than senior management. Similarly, with better levels of information, sales managers and other front-line marketing staff can become better business managers rather than simply closers of major business transactions.


    Creating a Digital Nervous System is not difficult. The steps are:


    
      	Develop an ideal picture of the information you need to run your business well and to understand the marketplace and the competition.


      	Develop a list of questions – the answers to which would make a difference in the way you would act in the marketplace.


      	Work with your information technology managers to develop real-time systems that can answer those specific questions.

    


    The important point is that if you don’t do this, one of your competitors surely will.


    Key Thoughts


    ‘‘Business is going to change more in the next ten years than it has in the last fifty. These changes will occur because of a disarmingly simple idea: the flow of digital information. We’ve been in the Information Age for about thirty years, but because most of the information moving among businesses has remained in paper form, the process of buyers finding sellers remains unchanged. Most companies are using digital tools to automate old processes. Very few companies are using digital technology for new processes that radically improve how they function, that give them the full benefit of their employee’s capabilities, and that give them the speed of response they will need to compete in the emerging high speed business world. Most companies don’t realize that the tools to accomplish these changes are now available to everyone. Though at heart most business problems are information problems, almost no one is using information well.’’


    – Bill Gates


    ‘‘If the 1980s were about quality and the 1990s were about reengineering, then the 2000s will be about velocity. About how quickly the nature of business will change. About how quickly business itself will be transacted. About how information access will alter the lifestyle of consumers and their expectations of business. Quality improvements and business process improvements will occur far faster.’’


    – BillGates


    ‘‘The successful companies of the next decade will be the ones that use digital tools to reinvent the way they work. These companies will make decisions quickly, act efficiently and directly touch their customers in positive ways. I hope you’ll come away excited by the possibilities of positive change in the next ten years. Going digital will put you on the leading edge of a shock wave of change that will shatter the old way of doing business. A digital nervous system will let you do business at the speed of thought-the key to success in the twenty-first century.’’


    – Bill Gates


    ‘‘Building a Digital Nervous System does not require some huge new investment in hardware and software. In fact, most companies have the key building blocks today.’’


    – Bill Gates


    ‘‘The prediction I can make with the highest confidence is that the most amazing discoveries will be the ones we are not today wise enough to foresee.’’


    – Carl Sagan, Astronomer


    ‘‘Any time there is change, there is opportunity. So it is paramount that an organization get energized rather than paralyzed.’’


    – Jack Welch, CEO, General Electric


    2. Operations & processes and a digital nervous system


    Main Idea


    The key steps in using a Digital Nervous System to improve ongoing business operations and processes are:


    
      	Change single-task jobs into higher value-added jobs through the use of the digital tools, processes and skills of knowledge workers.


      	Create digital feedback loops and make them readily available to all employees.


      	Use digital communications to route customer complaints immediately to people who can action them.


      	Use digital communications to position your company:

        
          	As a larger and more substantial enterprise; or


          	As a smaller and more customer intimate business.

        

      

    


    Supporting Ideas


    The Transition to Value-Added Jobs


    In the industrial age, the single task job – where one worker did the same thing over and over – was considered the epitome of efficiency. The only problem with this idea is that it does nothing to create a sustainable competitive advantage – anyone can easily and readily do the same.


    With a Digital Nervous System, many repetitive tasks can be automated. Workers are then free to focus on the overall efficiency of the entire manufacturing process. In doing so, they become knowledge workers – they come to understand the entire process rather than just one step – who can add value to the process in numerous ways:


    
      	They can focus on regular preventative maintenance to reduce production down time.


      	They can analyze the production process to develop innovative ways to enhance efficiency.


      	They can use data to develop ways to improve the quality of the product itself.

    


    Furthermore, the availability of consistent data will enable compensation programs which are directly linked to productivity to be put in place. As quality continues to improve, the workers will share in the added value they have created – giving them an incentive to make still more improvements and so on.


    Allowing people to focus on the entire process rather than just one step also provides a tangible benefit in the form of increased job satisfaction – the work becomes more interesting and more challenging. As a result of that increase in job sophistication, new responsibilities can be undertaken – leading to a further increase in value and a virtuous cycle can be built.


    Reengineering and Information Technology


    Since 1994, the ‘‘Reengineering phenomena’’ has swept through the business community with the force of a hurricane. The key emphasis of reengineering is to eliminate organizational complexity and internal efficiencies from the business organization’s efforts to deliver value to customers. Three key elements of that process include:


    
      	Stepping back periodically to examine all current practices of your business, and evaluating whether they are solving the right problems or could be simplified.


      	If a job gets cut into too many pieces, nobody will be able to see the bigger picture viewpoint – meaning potential problems.


      	The more hand-offs there are from one part of the company to another, the more chances there are for communication breakdowns to occur.

    


    Each of these elements can be can be evaluated more efficiently electronically than they can be in paper form. That, in turn, means breakthroughs are more likely, whereas paper based systems tend only to generate incremental improvements.


    Processes should regularly be redesigned with an objective of delivering optimal flow of information. In doing that, you’ll also find important business problems will be solved more rapidly than would otherwise be achieved.


    As a rule of thumb, most process problems arise when too many people are involved. Find a way to simplify and to involve the input of the least number of employees and you’ve found the most effective way to achieve what you had in mind in the first place.


    Whenever you face a complex reengineering challenge, find ways to break it down into smaller projects linked together. That way, you establish way points at which partial progress can be measured and evaluated. Complexity can be a major impediment to the success of any reengineering project.


    Information Technology as a Strategic Resource


    The traditional approach to information technology has been for the CEO to delegate everything to the Chief Information Officer. With the development of a Digital Nervous System, however, the ability of the company to capture and process information will become an important generator of revenues in and of itself. Therefore, the CEO must become as intimately and actively involved in information technology as he or she is in all other aspects of operations.


    Information is a key strategic asset to any effort on the part of a business to increase its revenues. Thus, the impact of information technology projects can be far reaching throughout the entire organization. In a broader context, however, information technology benefits won’t simply be reflected in other operating results. Information technology can, and should, be evaluated from the perspective of effectiveness and contribution to the company’s bottom line.


    Ideally, a company should be spending a greater percentage of its information technology expenditure on the development of new business solutions than on keeping present systems running.


    One final point – information technology must include training if the benefits are to be realized. In the past, training has been the poor cousin of information technology expenditure. Yet surveys have consistently shown those companies that allocate the greatest amount of resources to training the people who will use the systems derive benefits far outweighing the training costs.


    Key Thoughts


    ‘‘An automated production process is necessary but not sufficient if a company is to be competitive today. A good digital nervous system can help you develop your line employees into knowledge workers, transforming your company’s core production processes into a competitive advantage.’’


    – Bill Gates


    ‘‘In the new organization, the worker is no longer a cog in a machine but is an intelligent part of the overall process. Welders at some steel jobs now have to know algebra and geometry to figure weld angles from computer-generated designs. Water-treatment companies train assembly-line workers in computerized production measurements and math. New digital photocopiers require the service personnel to have an understanding of computers and the Internet, not just skill with a screwdriver.’’


    – Bill Gates


    ‘‘Having people focus on whole processes will allow them to tackle more interesting, challenging work. A one-dimensional job (a task) will be eliminated, automated, or rolled into a bigger process. One-dimensional, repetitive work is exactly what computers, robots and other machines are best at-and what human workers are poorly suited to and almost uniformly despise. Managing a process instead of executing tasks makes someone a knowledge worker. And it is good digital information flow that enables knowledge workers to play their unique roles.’’


    – Bill Gates


    ‘‘Creating a new process is a major project. You should have a specific definition of success, a specific beginning and end in terms of time and tasks, intermediate milestones and a budget. The best projects are those in which people have the customer scenario clearly in mind. That’s true of process projects, too. The customer may be outside the company or inside, but the idea is the same: how will the person use the product or the process you’re developing? How will it be better than the one before?’’


    – Bill Gates


    ‘‘It’s impossible to properly reengineer a process using technology without the oversight of someone who can bridge the business and technical teams. This business process owner doesn’t have to be the most senior or the most technical person on the business side of your organization, but the person does have to understand the business need and how the technology will be used in actual work. The person must be respected enough in the organization to make decisions stick. That’s the person most likely to have insight into developing newer, simpler processes and negotiating tradeoffs between business and technical requirements.’’


    – Bill Gates


    ‘‘You should measure IT costs carefully, of course, but ultimately you should judge your infrastructure in terms of the business value it gives you. If you’re going to spend the money anyway, wouldn’t you rather spend it on solutions than on simply keeping the engine running? A good infrastructure will cut baseline costs, but a CEO should always be asking what the infrastructure enables rather than what costs it reduces. It’s a matter of emphasis. Each year, the company should strive to spend a smaller percentage of resources on routine functions and a greater percentage on new business solutions. ’’


    – Bill Gates


    ‘‘Creating a new process is a major project. You should have a specific definition of success, a specific beginning and end in terms of time and tasks, intermediate milestones and a budget. The best projects are those in which people have the customer scenario clearly in mind. How will the person use the product or the process you’re developing? How will it be better than the one before? You also need an understanding of the trade-offs at all levels. Every project has trade-offs.’’


    – Bill Gates


    ‘‘I don’t see information technology as a stand-alone system. I see it as a great facilitator. And maybe most important, it’s a reason to keep asking yourself the same question – why, why, why.’’


    – Paul O’Neill, Chairman and CEO, Alcoa


    ‘‘Not enough people are using digital data in the office. Existing paper systems lead people to assume that data is hard to get and customize. Because their data isn’t digital, they have to work with stacks of paper they can’t navigate or analyze. They can’t find patterns in their data. They can’t turn their paper information into action. Because so few companies are using digital tools internally or with partners today, those firms that act quickly to create a digital nervous system have the opportunity to jump ahead of their competitors.’’


    – Bill Gates


    ‘‘As a business manager, it’s critical to take a hard look at your core competencies. Revisit the areas of your company that aren’t directly involved in those competencies, and consider whether Web technologies can enable you to spin those tasks off. Let another company take over the management responsibilities for that work and use modern communications technology to work closely with the people-now partners instead of employees-doing the work.’’


    – Bill Gates


    ‘‘Ultimately, the most important "speed" issue for companies is cultural. It’s changing the perceptions within a company about the rapidity with which everybody has to move. Everybody must realize that if you don’t meet customer demand quickly enough, without sacrificing quality, a competitor will. Once the mindset adapts to the need for action, digital technology enables fast reflexes.’’


    – Bill Gates


    ‘‘In three years every product my company makes will be obsolete. The only question is whether we’ll make them obsolete or somebody else will. In the next ten years, if Microsoft remains a leader, we’ll have had to weather at least three major crises. That’s why we’ve always got to do better. One day somebody will catch us napping. One day, an


    

    

    

    

    Main Idea


    

    
      	Move all internal communications to e-mail so that reaction speed can be maximized.


      	Analyze sales data online for patterns and insights, which can then be shared with co-workers to understand emerging trends as they unfold.


      	Automate basic business analysis processes. This frees workers to focus on products, services and profits.


      	Use digital tools to form virtual teams within the company to share knowledge and collaborate together.


      	Convert every single paper process to a digital process for use by anyone.

    


    Supporting Ideas


    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    
      	Deliver the customer feedback quickly.


      	Route the information to the people who can act on it.


      	Provide self-help assistance for the majority of problems.


      	Deliver a response quickly and efficiently.


      	Build a database from which the company can learn.

    


    

    

    
      	Improve efficiency levels.


      	Strengthen relationships with customers and partners.


      	Extend business operations into new areas.


      	Develop new products or services to meet customer needs.

    


    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    
      	They can be used whenever and wherever required.


      	Feedback systems can be used to improve the materials.


      	Employee skill bases can be built and strengthened.


      	Employees can readily collaborate together.

    


    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    Main Idea


    

    
      	Digital transactions with suppliers and partners can decrease cycle time, giving every business process the advantages of just-in-time efficiencies.


      	All intermediaries which do not add value can be eliminated when the company delivers products and services electronically.


      	Customer service transactions can be made self-help, thereby improving quality and leaving personnel to respond only to complex, high-value specific customer needs.

    


    Supporting Ideas


    
      	Several profound and far reaching changes are occurring in the marketplace as a result of the arrival of the Internet, such as:


      	Buyers and sellers are empowered with the ability to find each other more readily. The intermediary’s role is eliminated, unless they can find other ways to add value to the transaction.


      	Most companies will not have the lowest price available. Therefore, to succeed, businesses (like intermediaries) must find other ways to differentiate themselves – often through the integration of customer service add-ons.


      	Organizations that are seeking to provide enhanced levels of service to differentiate themselves must have workers that are equipped with the digital information tools they need to create added-value for their customers. An investment in information technology is confirmation of the value of these knowledge based workers.


      	As more intelligent systems are developed, most customer service transactions will migrate to a self-help model – in which customers look up the answers to their questions themselves. That frees staff to focus on more meaningful ways to interact with customers.


      	In a self-help model, the quality of experience with your company becomes of greater significance, since that is all people can judge your organization by. The emphasis naturally evolves towards support rather than sales, because ongoing support will be a long-term association while a sale is a business transaction. Smart companies will combine Internet service with personal contact to build strong customer relationships.


      	The Internet makes it very easy for people to tell others about their experiences with your company. That can work both ways – great experiences can be a significant source of word-of-mouth referrals, while negative experiences can be spread far and wide with equal ease.

    


    

    
      	Adopt a Web lifestyle.

        
          	People who live a Web lifestyle turn to the Internet first for everything they want to do. They actively seek out ways to use the Web to simplify their lives, increase their efficiency and get routine things done – using the Internet is as natural as picking up a telephone.


          	A critical mass of people who are entirely Web literate and who live a Web lifestyle is well on the way to being reached faster by the Internet than any other technology in history. Business leaders and managers need to be at the forefront of this movement themselves if they expect to be able to guide their companies through the business paradigm shifts currently under way. This can’t be delegated to anyone else – leaders must experience it for themselves if their judgment is to become fine-tuned and focused.


          	Business managers need to get up to speed personally on what a Web lifestyle is about – and they need to be actively discussing what digital tools and systems will need to be in place when a majority of customers elect this as the primary way to interact with your business.

        

      


      	Adopt a Web workstyle.

        
          	Companies which have a Web workstyle have put in place a robust Digital Nervous System which facilitates seamless communication within the organization and collaboration with outside parties.


          	Ultimately, most companies will move to a Web workstyle. It allows the organization to position itself however it chooses – as a small, intimate company providing high levels of personalized service or as a vast (and successful) business conglomerate. Using the Web, both these options are achievable.


          	A Web workstyle enables companies to scale operations to customer levels effectively. It also allows the company to focus on its core competency – what it does best – and electronically outsource every other function which adds only marginal value.

        

      


      	Focus on getting to the market first.

        
          	Invariably, time-to-market for new products and services is a key indicator of future business success. Those companies that focus on being the first in the market with high-quality products at low prices can take leverage this competitive advantage to a position of long-term leadership.


          	An integrated Digital Nervous System and the free flow of information in digital form will enhance this focus on getting to the market.


          	In many cases, getting to the market is a cultural rather than a technical challenge for a business. If everyone realizes that if the company does not act quickly enough, a competitor will, it won’t take long to sink in that the company’s future success depends on an ability to move quickly enough. Once the need for rapid response becomes better defined, digital technology will assist with the achievement of that goal.

        

      

    


    Key Thoughts
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