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Challenges of integration 
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Its hard work integrating companies existing computer systems together, but a lot easier in the long run than building a new integrated system from scratch, reports Tim Power
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Getting people to change the way they work is one of the biggest challenges faced by e-business providers. 

One way of dealing with this is to make the change invisible by plugging the e-business platform into the back end of the customers’ legacy systems. 

This allows users to carry on as before while the new application gets on with its work quietly in the background. 

This approach has two advantages in terms of change management. First, reluctant users don’t have to be trained in a new application. Second, IT managers don’t have to ditch systems that they have spent a lot of time and money (and maybe even emotion) getting right. In other words, avoid or minimise change.
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Benefits of integration 

I put this logic to Collin Lewis, CEO of MarineProvider (www.marineprovider.com), who agrees about the importance of the human factor. “The greatest challenge to implementing any technology-enabled strategy is the people equation,” he says. 

Switching over to a new way of doing things can cause a culture shock among those employees and suppliers who are used to another way of doing things.  MarineProvider uses the integration of existing systems as a way to reduce the friction caused by change.

“We have noticed that most e-business strategies don’t pay enough attention to creating incentives to change, overcoming resistance, or other complementary change management issues.” he points out. 

Mr Lewis is clear though that integration is more than a tactic for dealing with change management issues. 

“I strongly believe that integration is central to e-business,” he says. “Indeed it is probably correct to state that the essence of e-business is completely integrating the enterprise both internally and externally.”

Candice Kline, chief development officer at Optimum Logistics (www.optimumlogistics.com) agrees and thinks that it is the up-front commitment to change and the analysis of processes that are required by integration that drive success. 

“An integration project strikes at the heart of the change management process,” she says. ”Integration requires a detailed rethinking of how processes work today, how they can be re-engineered to maximize the IT investment and where benefits can truly be realized to achieve the project return on investment.” 
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Integration or web interface

An easier way to allow companies to access each other’s computer systems is writing website interfaces. But the disadvantage of this is that one party has to rekey data into the other system, rather than just exchange the data in the format it is already in. 

“A manual or graphical user interface (GUI) effort is of very low investment by definition and thus doesn't receive the attention or the change management process,” says Candice Kline. “GUI is never long term. The only long-term and thus strategic end game is integration.”

This poses an important conundrum for e-business providers. 

It is relatively easy to persuade your target customer to try an online service, but it may deliver very limited benefits. On the other hand, an integration project may look rather daunting and requires a high level of initial customer commitment as well as up-front work from the provider. 

The risk is that the customer thinks that integration is too demanding and closes the door. The answer to this seems to be that if your priority is quick customer sign up, the online application will do it (but will not guarantee transaction volume), but if you want long-term business, you must persist and integrate.
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Web interface as building block

Getting the customer committed is the greatest challenge. Sometimes the web application can act as a catalyst, showing the potential of a new process and also revealing the integration requirements more clearly. 

This was the case for IAS’s Intermodal Reservation System, which was developed in cooperation with Mitsui OSK Intermodal after the latter had tried the online InterBox application. 

That experience showed the need for integration to depots and led IAS to develop a fully automated process which allowed US Intermodal Marketing Companies to book equipment on line and which issued the release instruction direct to the relevant depot.  

Optimum had a similar experience with Stolt and the web application was soon put aside in favour of integration.
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How hard is it? 

According to Collin Lewis of MarineProvider, integration doesn’t have to be that daunting. 

“With today’s capabilities and internet technology, companies like MarineProvider have developed middleware tools and implementation methodology to ensure that benefits of integrating are relatively painless,” he says. “I am not aware of any of our clients that would believe the effort of achieving integration was difficult. “ 

However, getting to this point has required a great deal of hard work from MarineProvider, as Lewis admits. “The really hard work is in creating the hub.”

MarineProvider has 3 elements in its approach: first Oracle Exchange; second a WebMethods integration engine for use with major ERP applications such as SAP and PeopleSoft; and third, MarineProvider’s own middleware for systems such as Xantic’s AMOS and ShipNet shipmanagement software. 

This latter group constitutes 90 per cent of MarineProvider’s business and the investment in building adapters is paying off. Central to this is a close relationship with Xantic and ShipNet.

Candice Kline has some advice for people embarking on an integration project. 

“We have found that a good integration project starts with process flows and many interviews with Subject Matter Experts (SMEs) to determine what is the right process flow. We then evaluate data mapping and rules, including what happens when things change. 

“This is probably the most challenging element of an integration project, and the piece that very few companies are doing today. 

“We determine who owns what data, how it is exchanged, what can be changed, how we alert folks of the change, and in the end - how we know the change took effect.” 

This process develops its own momentum, according to Ms Kline. “We find that, with the return on investment clear and so much investment being made, the desire is to deploy globally and with as large of a footprint as possible. This level of investment and senior level commitment drives adoption.”

Of course there are circumstances where integration is not appropriate as Kline points out. “When transaction volumes are not high enough to justify the investment or the process change opportunity is limited, then integration may not be right. The important point is to evaluate the ROI based on a process change and not look simply at the automation of the current process.”
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Challenges to integration 

Even Mr Lewis admits there are plenty of challenges to integrating systems. Typical examples are:

· A variety of legacy systems that contain mission-critical applications 

· Several packaged applications with both proprietary and open frameworks 

· A hodgepodge of hardware and operating system platforms 

· A hodgepodge of communication protocols and networking equipment 

· Geographically dispersed applications and databases 

Despite this list of difficulties, there is plenty of evidence that integration is catching on.  
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INTTRA and DAKOSY

At the end of June this year, shipping line portal INTTRA announced the general availability of its integration product, INTTRA-LINK, which connects the commercial and proprietary business systems of shippers, forwarders and consignees to the network of INTTRA carriers. 

At the same time, DAKOSY, the Port of Hamburg's portal (used by approximately 400 freight forwarders, 100 direct shippers, and 36 port service providers and authorities) also joined INTTRA, outlining its plans to use INTTRA-LINK to provide online booking and tracking facilities.

Perhaps this explains the otherwise surprising comment by Maersk Sealand’s Poul Bjerre at the eyefortransport conference in Amsterdam. 
“ We now have 25,000 customers using [our website] maersksealand.com but are also seeing more EDI activity than ever before; it has suddenly become popular”.

This now starts to make sense. The customers are seeing that the technology is real and that the only way to get the big efficiency gains is through integration. 

This is an important message. Get integrating!
