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Grey hair and geeks
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The future of the web is equilibrium between experienced business people and those born into the new economy, argues Mark Stennett 
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Mark Stennett is product development manager of Shipbrokerexchange, an online software tool for shipbrokers built by Dataworks and Network Chartering

BODY
It’s time to climb aboard a jumbo and take a 30,000 ft view of the present and future of e-shipping. Since Network Chartering has a policy of preserving cash rather than burning it, this means an economy seat at the back, next to the toilet and with 14 stops between here and tomorrow. 

Once we are up and cruising the internet world, some interesting trends start to emerge. In the short term we are continuously being told what the future will look like simply because some new technology has emerged. 

Remember when, in the early eighties, miniaturisation first allowed us to have calculators on our watches and clocks on our pens. This was supposed to be future until everyone realised how stupid this was and so, what happened? Calculators actually got bigger and more practical. The important thing here is that we probably had to go through the process or calculators may not have changed at all.

Let’s now take a look at one high profile, non-shipping dot com. Amazon.com started life as a virtual company in a real world and in the future we were all going to buy books on line. This was to be "the" future. Well obviously it is not and never will be "the" future but it has indeed become a part of it. Now it’s interesting to note that Amazon proudly proclaims to be a real company in a virtual world. 

Anyway, the so-called "old" companies fought back by going on line of course, but they also realised that their dusty old stores gave them an instant ready-made distribution network, something Amazon never had. Also, the old bookstores realised that one of the best things about buying a book was the actual experience of buying it. 

They added value to their stores, put in coffee shops, allowed customers to browse the books without necessarily buying, while sipping coffee out the back. The result is that we now have great ‘real’ book shops; when we suddenly think of some obscure book we were told about, we can log on to the Internet and order it immediately. The best of both worlds it seems.

Without Amazon stirring the pot however, it would have been a long time before we got our café lattes at bookshops. This pattern is being repeated around the world and so it will continue. 

Egg, the UK online bank, was reported as toying with the idea of opening up branches and I definitely saw a yahoo.com store on High Street Kensington, London last Saturday. What’s happening out there?

SUBHEAD

Static and dynamic

Companies (including shipping companies) can be seen to exhibit two states: static and dynamic. The static elements are made up of procedures, policies, traditions and history and help to define a company; these static elements maintain the company’s stability because they hold the corporate memory upon which people can always fall back on in times of uncertainty. The dynamic elements in business are those that drive us toward evolutionary and sometimes revolutionary change. 

Every company has both static and dynamic elements, with the key differentiating factor being how much of each a company has at any one point in time. Shipping companies have traditionally been accused of exhibiting huge elements of static behaviour and very little of the dynamic, unless forced to do so. By definition, change comes very slowly to static companies. 

In sport, people relish the young for the dynamic injection that they bring to a team. At the same time they (usually) understand the importance of the older, mature players that maintain some sort of law and order, particularly in time of crisis. 

Business in the past seems to have taken a different approach. In the past business has often only paid lip service to the development of the young and only really valued them after they have gained the necessary corporate experience to make them useful; this in reality means they have finally been moulded to be just like everyone else in the company and embraced the static. 

Along came the internet, which did actually change the rules. Success no longer meant years of dragging yourself over the bleeding bodies of former drinking mates as you scrambled up the corporate ladder. 

Instead, a great idea and a smart software program was enough. This was the new dynamic edge of business led by the geeks who often didn’t know their arse from their elbow when actually it came to running a company. 

What the dot coms have been trying to do however is ignore the past totally and live almost exclusively on the dynamic edge. This is a very dangerous place to be as it inevitably leads to chaos. Even in the dot com world chaos doesn’t build good businesses. 

SUBHEAD

The grey hair of respectability

The grey hair of respectability was supposed to save many a young technology company but simply having experience on the board was never going to be enough without some fundamental change in business philosophies. They were going to have to remember the past.

Most companies change over time at a greater or lesser pace, but in the case of the Internet the change was so rapid that the old companies got caught napping. They simply couldn’t respond fast enough. They couldn’t break away from their static states until it appeared that they were in real danger of going under. 

However, the fear they exhibited (and continue to exhibit) is totally out of proportion to the real threat because these are real companies with real customers and real revenue. This is not going to change overnight simply because the internet has become fashionable. 

As we are all finding out, the walls haven’t collapsed around the dinosaurs in a blaze of glory as the soothsayers predicted. That said, they can’t sit still on their hands and indeed many companies are starting to act. The good news then, is that the threat of the dot coms is injecting a healthy dose of dynamism to the old static companies. 

This is not to say that we write off the dot coms either. Not by a long shot. It would be wise for the old companies to remember that what the dot coms have is fresh ideas, people prepared to take a chance and companies who will drag shipping industry forward (kicking and screaming perhaps) even if they themselves fail… and some already have. 

SUBHEAD

Equilibrium

What we are now seeing is that while the geeks are dragging the grey hair into the future at a pace faster than they ever could have managed on their own, the grey hair is starting to bring the geeks back toward somewhat more static states, and in doing so may just save their sanity, if not their companies. 

At some point the two will meet, merge and eventually become indistinguishable from one another. When this happens we will have reached a new equilibrium that hopefully will favour the dynamic over the static. 

The result….an ever changing and evolving industry that will guarantee a great mix of dynamic change and stable patterns. The old, the new, the grey hair and the geeks all living happily side-by-side. 

