A System Framework for Intelligent Enterprise

By Rick Dove

...like the so-called human reptilian limbic brain that functions at the unconscious survival level


In an earlier essay we explored what distinguishes an "intelligent" enterprise, and concluded that it would exhibit goal seeking behavior, exercising its potential for agility by understanding its business situation, learning and adapting continuously as the situation changes, and demonstrating sustained achievement of purpose.
This enterprise intelligence is a result of the way the enterprise is built and operated. It is wired into the fundamental structure and fabric of the enterprise. It is neither the result of a management team's annual strategic whimsy, nor the collective talent of a group of employees, but rather a phenomenon that emerges by design. There is little human choice in the matter. A higher order of systemic design reigns.

We will explore here what goals, principles, and sub-systems might be employed to design such an enterprise.

Fundamental Goals

I suggest that four fundamental goals might drive the manifestation of enterprise intelligence:

· Recognize opportunity.

· Take advantage of opportunity.

· Recognize threat.

· Minimize impact of threat.

These four goals are timeless – meant to endure. They are fundamental and amoral, like the so-called human reptilian limbic brain that functions at the unconscious survival level. It is left later to things such as enterprise vision, mission and strategic principles to socialize this shark of a company into something with higher purpose and identity.

Here, we focus on the nature of a goal seeking system that can deliver "sustainable" achievement, intending to understand its fundamental concepts and subsystems, and their implications – a prerequisite for crafting compatible vision, mission, and strategic principles.

Jack Ring, instigator and  co-lead of the INTteligent ENTerprise Alliance (www.intentalliance.net), built an initial strawman of principles and subsystems that he suggested might mold an intelligent enterprise. I've taken some liberty with that work, and pressed him into active collaboration, to include agile enterprise concepts consistent with the models my research has indicated.

Key Principles

Much like the timeless goals above, principles are design and implementation guidelines and objectives that might be satisfied many different ways under many different circumstances, yet remain true and unchanging across time and circumstance. They provide unequivocal direction without prescribing a precise means of achievement, and function as a strategy test when changing circumstances bring confusion.

There are four principles suggested as guides to the design of an intelligent enterprise system. They are presented next as a linear flow of dependency, but the accompanying figure shows a richer interlinkage.

1) Knowledge management – Knowledge should be appreciated as the fuel of the corporate engine, and known as actionable understandings that employees have learned. Knowledge value is related to time, and the further from prime time that knowledge is obtained, the lesser is its value. Knowledge of the external world that can affect corporate success limits the quality of strategy and decision. Knowledge of the internal world that can affect performance and implementation limits achievement of strategy and decision. The principle of knowledge management means having the right knowledge in the right place at the right time. 
2) Reactive and proactive balance –  Planning is a process that develops a model of action which is expected to achieve a result. Knowledge is employed in this process to characterize the situation which must be addressed, shaping and limiting the quality and nature of the plan. Some plans are triggered by an involuntary reactive need to respond to an event or condition, others by the voluntary proactive pursuit of an opportunity or advantage. In either case the actual situation presents both reactive and proactive dynamics, and a robust sustainable result will be shaped by knowledge of both. The principle of reactive and proactive balance means strategies are based on knowledge of situation dynamics, maintain a balanced blend of reactive and proactive objectives, and are brought into play decisively. 

3) Response ability – Having a plan is of no value if it cannot be acted upon effectively. The ability to carry out a plan is enabled or inhibited by the abilities to assemble resources and implement change. Plans triggered by new knowledge are generally unanticipated. The principle of response ability means having an explicit competency, appreciation, and methodology for dealing effectively with unanticipated change, of any kind, and in any area, of the enterprise.

4) Dynamic integrity – An enterprise is a living system, reshaped continuously by people making daily decisions at all levels. The integrity of an intelligent enterprise (at this limbic level) is maintained to the extent that the key subsystems are actively managed and reshaped to fit the changing business situation in pursuit of enterprise goals, without compromise of key principles. This is accomplished when continuous learning informs competent decision makers who take decisive corrective actions.

Key Subsystems

The four cornerstones of the framework above are expressed by six subsystems, which are formal activities of the enterprise. These subsystems do not necessarily equate to entities on the organizational chart, but may in some cases be distributed across the enterprise, or embodied in procedures or IT applications. In each case, however, we have a formal process with designated responsible ownership, clear time-based objectives that continuously evolve, and performance metrics.

1) Resource portfolio management – provides the top-down directed component of the knowledge management. principle. The right profile of the knowledge resource is as important as the right profile of other resources such as money, materials, machinery, processes, data, etc. The knowledge portfolio must be managed to anticipate emerging needs, satisfy current needs, and weed out the obsolete needs everywhere in the enterprise. It is responsible for the identification, acquisition, diffusion, and renewal of all knowledge that is appropriate. 

2) Collaborative learning management – provides the bottom-up grass roots component of knowledge management. It embeds in the employee group an appreciation for the learning process, an appreciation for the value of continuous learning , a demand for new knowledge, and a propensity for collaboration and knowledge sharing . It is responsible for facilitating and nurturing collaborative knowledge development and knowledge sharing, and for creating and maintaining an environment that  facilitates learning beneficial to the enterprise. 
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3) Adaptable structure management – provides a framework and module architecture for enterprise systems, designed specifically to facilitate change. It is responsible for formulating and enforcing rules of framework design and module interaction for key enterprise systems and infrastructure, consistent with  adaptable systems principles.

4) Change proficiency management – embeds in the employee group a vocabulary and metric basis for change performance, knowledge and appreciation of adaptable enterprise systems, and a view of problems and opportunities in terms of their dynamics. It is responsible for acculturating the concepts of change proficiency throughout the enterprise, to the level of unconscious corporate competency.

5) Decisive action management – provides timely attention to decision making. Responsible for illuminating situations which require decision, identifying time value and penalty for resolution, and causing clear decisions to be made and carried out as appropriate.

6) Competency and talent management – provides competency in all positions and talent where the enterprise can benefit from strategic leverage. It is responsible for having the right skills in the right place all of the time, especially for decision making quality.

Goal Seeking Emerges

Constructing these managed activities in accordance with the principles, and with an eye toward achieving the goals, results in a goal seeking system. It has a clear goal definition, knowledge of the path it must take to reach that goal, feedback measuring deviation from the modeled path, and means to employ this feedback as a direct driver of corrective action. In goal pursuit there is little decision or whimsy involved, as is the case in traditional peopled systems, where denial, hope, delay, incompetence, and ignorance come into play. In a goal seeking system, delay in feedback, feedback evaluation, or feedback driven corrective action causes oscillation around the desired path, and generally a missed goal. 

Enterprise intelligence is then a characteristic of the enterprise entity, not of transient people; and equivalent to the volume of the pyramid shown in the accompanying figure. Sustainability will not disappear if the president retires, nor weaken when valued employees are wooed away to other challenges. The enterprise is a goal seeking system built to achieve purpose in a dynamic and unpredictable business environment.
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Intelligent Enterprise System Framework

An Intelligent Enterprise … exhibits goal seeking behavior, exercising its potential for agility by understanding the business situation it is faced with, learning and adapting continuously as the situation changes, and demonstrating sustained achievement of purpose.

Systemic Goals  

		Recognize opportunity

		Take advantage of opportunity

		Recognize threat

		Minimize impact of threat





Key Principles/Concepts

		Knowledge management

		Response ability

		Reactive and proactive

		Dynamic integrity 





Key Subsystems

		Change proficiency

		Adaptable structure

		Knowledge portfolio

		Collaborative learning

		Decisive action

		Competency and talent



Intelligence is related to the volume of the pyramid. The depicted framework is influencing the strategies developing at Silterra, a new semiconductor foundry. Intelligent Enterprise is being investigated by The INTENT Alliance (INTelligent ENTerprise, www.intentalliance.net) starting in 2002. Those interested in participation may contact Jack Ring at jring@amug.org
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