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ComputerWeekly — SOA Technology Still Baffles Business

A major gripe of mine about service oriented
architecture (SOA) is the lack of a clear definition
of the term by the software industry.

My view is that SOAis not really about
technology, but rather that it is a means of
solving a set of enterprise issues, mainly to do
with business processes. However, the vast
majority of suppliers talk about how SOA uses
standard protocols, and how the use of XML
enables information to be handled in a coherent
manner.

The techies may like this, but are not in a
position to go to the business and say, "I know I
have promised you this before, but this time I
mean it: there is a new technology that is great
and will solve all your problems. All we need to
do is rip everything out and start again."

Even though the majority of suppliers try to
show how existing systems can be made to work
with SOA and be used within the greater SOA
scheme, it is very unlikely that many companies
will show much interest based on these
promises.

With this in mind, it was nice to see IBM at its
Impact conference begin to focus on looking at
what SOA does for a business, and at providing
products that are firmly aimed at the business
leader.

IBM takes five different "entry points" to SOA
(business process management, people,
information, connectivity and functional reuse)
and presents the possible benefits of SOA in
terms that should resonate from a business
perspective.

For example, functional reuse is not touted as
the universal answer to the developer's dream,
with the developer having a multitude of
functional components available to them for use
within their overall system.

IBM is one supplier that has realised that this
has been tried over and over again, from the
mainframe days through to computer-aided
software engineering tools and approaches such
as Corba. Developers like developing, and as a
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result reuse is not as high on their list as it
possibly could be.

However, from a business perspective, reuse
speeds up time-to-market, improves
manageability of the business environment and
means that a single functional update can benefit
all processes dependent on that function. This all
provides definite business value and makes the
sale of SOA much easier.

Another example is using master data
management. This is a complex matter that
technical experts are only just beginning to get
to grips with. However, when it is explained to
businesses as a means of ensuring that core
information used commonly across an
organisation and its value chains (such as
customer information, product numbers and HR
information) is maintained once and once only,
without the need for highly complex data
manipulation, business leaders begin to show
interest.

When they realise that this ensures that the
information the business uses will always be up
to date, and that contracts will not be drawn up
using dated information, it suddenly gains
commercial value.

However, there are still blank looks from many
business people when SOA is mentioned.
Although there has been great interest in trying
to understand SOA from a technical perspective,
little impact seems to have been made at the
business level.

For IBM, it helps that IBM Global Business
Services leads much of IBM's SOA work in large
organisations, helping businesses to understand
the various opportunities that can be delivered
using SOA. IBM Global Technical Services then
helps in the implementation and management of
SOA infrastructures.

This approach should have a lot of impact at
management level in large organisations. But
getting the SOA message through to smaller
organisations remains a major issue.

Increasingly, I expect to see business functions
being provided as discrete services available to
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the mid-market and SME through a software as a
service model.

Already, Google is making functions such as
Google Maps available, which can be utilised as a
base for making geographic information available
through combining applications.

Google is also providing more comprehensive
systems such as Google Office, and has signed a
deal with Salesforce.com. This partnership
enables Google to provide not only
Salesforce.com's helpdesk systems, but also use
its Apex development platform to provide other
online services.

In the end, it may not be the case that an
organisation has to know that it is utilising SOA.
The technology can remain like the engine in a
car: drivers and passengers do not have to know
that there is a differential box, a drive train and
a clutch under the bonnet. They just buy the car,
complete with engine, and drive it.

Similarly, organisations do not need to know
about SOA, component registries, XML meta data
and wrappering. All they need to do is get the
composite system that supports their business
application needs and use it.

That the system is then far more able to adapt to
future needs is a clear benefit to business users.
Again, the user organisation does not need to
know how this works, it simply has to know that
by ensuring support for open standards,
business flexibility will be ensured for the future.

So, a detailed knowledge of the workings of SOA
is the preserve of techies. A full understanding of
SOAs at the technical level is not likely to
become important to most business people.
What businesses will benefit from is a flexible
technical environment that allows users to add
new processes as they become necessary.

The onus is now on the suppliers of SOA systems
to get this core message across to business
leaders.
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About Quocirca

Quocirca is a primary research and analysis company specialising in the business impact of information technology
and communications (ITC). With world-wide, native language reach, Quocirca provides in-depth insights into the
views of buyers and influencers in large, mid-sized and small organisations. Its analyst team is made up of real-
world practitioners with first hand experience of ITC delivery who continuously research and track the industry
and its real usage in the markets.

Through researching perceptions, Quocirca uncovers the real hurdles to technology adoption — the personal and
political aspects of an organisation’s environment and the pressures of the need for demonstrable business value in
any implementation. This capability to uncover and report back on the end-user perceptions in the market enables

Quocirca to advise on the realities of technology adoption, not the promises.

Quocirca research is always pragmatic, business orientated and conducted in the context of the bigger picture. ITC
has the ability to transform businesses and the processes that drive them, but often fails to do so. Quocirca’s
mission is to help organisations improve their success rate in process enablement through better levels of
understanding and the adoption of the correct technologies at the correct time.

Quocirca has a pro-active primary research programme, regularly surveying users, purchasers and resellers of ITC
products and services on emerging, evolving and maturing technologies. Over time, Quocirca has built a picture of
long term investment trends, providing invaluable information for the whole of the ITC community.

Quocirca works with global and local providers of ITC products and services to help them deliver on the promise
that ITC holds for business. Quocirca’s clients include Oracle, Microsoft, IBM, Dell, T-Mobile, Vodafone, EMC,
Symantec and Cisco, along with other large and medium sized vendors, service providers and more specialist
firms.

Details of Quocirca’s work and the services it offers can be found at
http://www.quocirca.com
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