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In 1992 I defended my PhD thesis on the subject of “Business Reengineering in Information Intensive Organizations”. Instead of applying IT to businesses as they were, I argued, one should first look to see if the main business processes within the business could be enhanced, given the new capabilities provided by modern technologies. Using three practical cases,  I demonstrated the virtue of this approach. I defined a simulation environment through which new business processes could be designed and their impact could be assessed, prior to actually implementing the changes in the processes at hand. My research hypotheses were proven right by these case studies, leading to the following end conclusion: “In the practice of information systems development, more attention should be paid to potential improvements which can be obtained by changing the business processes in organisations. By introducing new technologies without changing the business processes the capitalization of investment can be far from optimal.”.

Now, more than two decades later, I must conclude I was only partly right. Redefining business processes was a good idea and has been a source of huge performance improvement in businesses around the globe. But it didn’t stop at just redefining the process. Enabled by modern technologies, new products and services and entirely new business models have become possible. Modern technologies empower individuals and enable them to do things together that up till now only large companies with deep pockets for large capital investments could achieve. Many incumbent companies that have been successful for decades are now challenged by small tech-savy start-ups that redefine the playing field.

Take banking, for instance. Instead of using physical branches, the smart-phone has turned out to be a much better channel. For customer interaction it not only is much more efficient, it is also available 24x7 and provides a level of customer intimacy personal contact through a personal representative cannot match, not even close. The role of banks may even dissolve when we find new ways to ensure trust between parties that want to conduct business. Instead of third parties like banks looking after the compliancy of all the trade documentation, we can embed them in the process using block-chain technology. Hence, technology has not only enabled us to change the business process of banking, it has enabled entirely new products and new business models that were unthinkable at the time I wrote my PhD thesis. Technology has even enabled new currencies that we can use in trade, like BitCoin and Ethereum, that have some very interesting benefits above the fiat currencies that are in the process of being destroyed by irresponsible central bankers.

Illustrative of the technology enabled changes in the financial services industry is the following: When I performed my PhD research, banks were bothered by the high cost of payment infrastructure and hence the loss generating payment services they provided to low value customers. Now, payments is an area where hundreds of new FinTech companies have evolved, funded by venture capital that sees the bright future for enhanced payment services banks have not been able to contemplate themselves. Likewise, hotels are challenged by AirBnB, the car industry is challenged by the technology companies like Tesla and Google. When self driving vehicles become a reality, and not the ownership of cars but the access to being able to use one becomes important, whole industries and public infrastructure investments will be challenged and impacted by technology enabled change. We are only at the starting point of this change.

Hence, looking back, I have to confess I was only partly right with my PhD thesis. Reengineering the business process before automating it, has turned out to be a very good idea. However, it is not only the process that requires attention. Enabling technologies also provide opportunities for entirely new products and services, and new business models. Companies should explicitly pay attention to these opportunities, challenging themselves to reinvent their own business using the modern technologies available. Doing so is crutial in order to prevent being made redundant by new kids on the block that do materialize such opportunities.


