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Neil Leslie and Barry Briggs gave an engaging presentation on the management of customer data at Microsoft. Specifically, they addressed the transformation of business processes, single customer masters, and other topics related to the dynamic nature of IT.

Neil Leslie: My name Neil Leslie. Microsoft for 15 years. In terms of people, well over 3000 resources, in terms of dollar size of portfolio over 600 million dollars. ERP systems, financial billing. I’ve been both on services and product side of company and today, IT.

Barry Briggs: Run group in IT responsible for building customer data integration HUB. Also responsible for driving adoption of SOA and driving IT ecosystem at Microsoft. Today we’d love to make this as interactive as possible.

Neil Leslie: Before we get started, what do you want to hear about? What are your expectations?

Attendee: Lessons learned.

Neil Leslie: Around IT or customers master specifically?

Attendee: Both.

Attendee: And how you use customer data.

Neil Leslie: So we’ll talk about our implementation of customer master because it's a world-class example of how we use customer data to drive decision making.

Attendee: What are downsides to using XDM/XTL/SDM?

Barry Briggs: There are downsides and we will talk about that.

Neil Leslie: I’ll set some content.

<Agenda>
What Microsoft IT is all about, single customer master, process-based SOA, world class user interfaces, Software + Services, and questions and answers. Please ask questions as we go.

<Microsoft Corporate Update>
Important to think about the size of our company and over 78,000 employees and that many vendors. We continue to grow. Think about msft.com and msn holding some of the largest companies in the world. Our IT org supports our employees , customers, and partners. One thing you tend to forget is that at Microsoft you enable customers and partners, but also relatives, parents and children. Having been here 16 years, when Red Ring of Death hit my house, it changed how my house runs. Changes social calendar of one of my children. 

<Technology Innovator>
Looking at the number of applications. 2,282. That continues to grow. We grow by that number because we’re finding more, not just building more. Learning which roll each app plays is critical to understanding what our ecosystem looks like. The applications were built separately and for individual businesses. We run over 2.4 internal e-mails daily. As we head down the architecture discussion it’s important to know about our relative size to give context to the slides.

<The Role Of Microsoft IT>
How we make decisions as a company. About a few key elements. Starts with that connection to the business. About 18 months ago, all the applications were in the business. We decided as a company to centralize the resources. There have been different companies doing it different ways. Many companies brought in their infrastructures, network, and commoditized that capability. But then business started driving decisions. So one of the things we’ve done is maintain that connection to the business by giving them the right to spend money in their portfolio. So driving the customer master, we can’t do it without letting them drive their businesses. You have to be able to do it with them and show short and long-term ROI. You have to enable the ROI quickly with that architecture, or won’t see them interested. Also, we talk about our best practices being enabled through Microsoft software. We’re going to move our environment to be a world-class implementation of IT and SharePoint

Attendee: Does the IT have to outsource some of the business requests?

Neil Leslie: Great question. There are different ways to manage. Compliance fear practice doesn’t work here. Second is take all the money away. Take marketing dollars and spend on shadow-based applications. We found the best practice is make sure you have visibility to those dollars. All orgs are now accountable for profitability. So the last thing they want to do is spend money on IT if they don’t have to. so you put that tension in the system. In the BI space and the democratization of BI, the reality is it’s going to happen. So what I do instead of using compliance security, policy based fear, I enable key vendors to build capability downstream that I can manage. So let the businesses choose those vendors and partners. There are companies that can take that culture, and those that can’t. 

<The Changing Priorities Of IT>
You think about where we were. Risk containment, Y2K, keeping up with technology. Finally you see the big discussion of value creation and how IT becomes an enabler and make sure that we continue to be an advisor of our business as services become available. A know CIO said that CIO’s become irrelevant in five years. My response is that everyone becomes an IT professional. You’ll see Barry’s background is in shipping commercial products. But we need people like him to solve our customer master problem. 

<Single Customer Master>
Barry Briggs: We engage with customers in many different ways across many different channels and collect information as we go along. About three years ago we began to recognize having problems in managing all this data. Sometimes we just need human beings to say, "Yes, this account is the same as that one," and so on. About three years ago saw that the amount of investment in this human-based  format was going to be hard to scale. We realized that we had a number of LOB’s who believed they owned the customer data and they were the customer master. We recognized there were approx 37 big LOB systems who thought they were the customer master. They were inconsistent, inaccurate, there were duplications, etc. causing all sorts of friction in customer relationships. We recognized we couldn't rip out all the information and put in a single database. But we could look at what data was shared across all those systems. Company name, address, tax code, etc. so each of the systems that need the data would subscribe to this service and access in real time.

<Single Customer Master>
So the way we built was to line up against gold standard data from external companies. We took our list of customer data and created a composite list of all the orgs we know about. We put in SQL server and made it available as a service. Then used BizTalk Server to move the data back and forth. So what happens now is that our CRM system knows about the same customer as the support system, etc. What they do not share is data, which we consider to be mission specific. E.g. where the customer is in the pipeline, etc. It has made a significant difference in our abilities. It reduces our investment in human intervention in the data.

<Single Customer Master Data Benefits>
Once we had the asset, interesting what they could do with it. Found that could mash it up with other stuff. So took data in  one system and mashed up with Virtual Earth and found all offices for that particular customer. We could see who needs to be physically contacted by sales rep, etc. pull in CRM data as well. All great Web 2..0 applications. Then cleanse the data that a sales person keeps about his customers in Outlook. He can cleanse and validate the data. Again, not a very sophisticated ap. Amazing things we could do with this asset.

So what are some of the lessons learned? Technology part of building customer master is pretty straightforward. But some real challenges as far as driving adoption. Biggest problem is transformation of IT from lots of applications in vertical silos, to horizontal platforms. We ran into that challenge head on. Driving the org change management for the master data solution turned out to be an enormous challenge for us. One day somebody realized that we're going to actually change the data in the CRM systems. We had to get people to the point of understanding that they were giving up some control in favor of cleansed and high quality, and thought to be authoritative across the ecosystem.

Neil Leslie: Any more questions on the customer master effort?

Attendee: My experience, most of the integration can be done as real time messages.

Barry Briggs: Yes. That is our plan and so far, so good. The notion is anytime someone in any app wants to create a new org or new customer, they have to look it up inside of the MDM app first. Then we simply return the data we already have on that customer. So style is based on the "look up before create" paradigm. There are some questions about traffic and volume of data.

Attendee: Flexibility to engineer existing applications, or those downstream to the customer master?

Barry Briggs: Yes we did. We talked about the funding model in IT. Funded it in a clever way. Funded the MDM project with money to give to other applications. So that was a lever we used to force the technological change across the ecosystem.

Neil Leslie: One thing important about lessons learned is you have to have business sponsorship and the might of the business to go through the transformation is key. Today, in our distributed systems, we have people whose job is to manually manage data. You're going to change their job. If you don’t have them as part of the change management process, you’ll risk failure. Second, you have to make sure that there is top-down support both on financial management side and operations side of business. As we tried originally, we were in a lucky situation. We started down the path of giving them the ability to decide how to spend on the portfolios. But we told them they have to have strong data quality to back it up. So what happened is we were lucky and got them to put one foot in and got some funds. So we re-spent our money on some of these infrastructure plays. You can do all these things, but if your don’t get prioritization and upfront planning, you risk deployment and failure. So one question was, what do you do with customer data? Well, what can you not do with it? We make decisions around resource alignment. We know who our customers are and where they are. We can make better decision in our products. We know which customers need what types of fixes. Last, Barry is part of a team that’s going to drive a self-service strategy for the company. How can I do that if I don’t understand across the entire Microsoft ecosystem who they are? 

Barry Briggs: I’ll add one thing about what we do with our data. We are absolutely fanatical about the privacy of our customer data. We take unbelievable care to protect that. We have massive amount of investments in that. Google reads your mail,. We don’t. 

<Process Based SOA>
One of the most hyped three letter acronyms in the history of software. In 1999 started hearing all about services. Gartner hype cycle with massive expectations we thought of dissolution. Now getting to the plateau of seeing that it’s useful when used correctly.

<Business Drives SOA>
There is little ROI in just the notion of refactoring. But when we look at business requirements of IT and how best to understand that, we have to drill al little deeper. All business is a collection of processes. An SOA can help you make our processes more agile, more easily monitored, and so on. So we looked at SOA as a way to support how our business processes evolve. So we ultimately used that as the driver for our SOA strategy.

<Business Process Transformation>
In our world, a business analyst may start here at the top and use a number of tools to draw out what the business process is. What are the individual steps down to a certain level? Describe roles and who’s doing what. Then map against a capability model. Variations on that, and you can follow that on the URL. Search on business architecture on the msft.com website. So what business capabilities do you have, and what is required by these business processes? Capability may be demand generation, or handling responses to bulk email. So gets more and more granular, and we realize we're talking about services. We build the services and look at the data entities we need to build. So I always like to say we’re really building sentences. Then we look at what we have to build and what we already have. This is in some ways the hardest part. We had our issues here. As you build this idealized set of services and data entities, you have remember that there are systems of data already in place. You may have an ad hoc app that you had to build. You may have a billing app, but can’t keep a balance over multiple months. So hard thing to do. Deploying that using an integration broker like BizTalk. Then use tools to get real-time reporting on that. Look for ways to optimize the process. So this is the way we’re re-engineering IT here at Microsoft. We have made a lot of progress in this. So gone from silo approach of the nineties, to horizontal approach. 

Neil Leslie: Any questions? What are some of the challenges you have in your environments today around your SOA based architecture?

Attendee: Before we can get to that we need the businesses to be clear about their processes. Every IT problem we get to is not really IT but the way the business runs itself. So the way they relate to handoffs between businesses. 

Barry Briggs: That’s a great comment. I’d like to ask the question back. People capable of doing the business process analysis have talented skills that are definitely at a premium. 

Attendee: If there’s IT coming in, it’s someone within the business. We’re setting up so that government orgs help us with ours.

Neil Leslie: Our COO had an expression. Eliminate before you automate. We have 3,000 applications because if you want a new business process, we just build new software. But the expectations of the customer to have us understand the relationship, caused us to say that vertical and silos won’t work. We made some decisions to try to commoditize some of the capabilities of the company and move them to SAP. But the deeper you get in business process side, the more realized that they were extremely custom for specific business needs. So we said, we’ll customize SAP to fit those individual workflows. We can show you how to spend a 100 million dollars doing that and get nothing. So we stopped that process. We really had to have the business aligned. We have now given them the choice. If you’re going to take packages to commoditize those skills, make sure they want to do that. I have tons of CIO conversations where they have built their own customizations of someone’s software, and now it’s theirs. easy to me to get myself out of that bag because I can get Microsoft for free. Other thing is we are starting to talk about how to make decisions and bets across your enterprise. The more you commit to a capability based model, the more dependencies on you schedules. From our  environment, we had a very short term IT going with great speed. But I have to be able to show them the benefit of that. Have to run it like a serve. In the old world, couple VPs got angry at me. We’ve learned a lot as we go. Make sure the planning works well and make sure the business is willing to commoditize some of that work. And make sure it’s a highly available environment as you take on some of those dependencies.

Attendee: How do web-based consumer technologies impact this? For example, web 2.0, wikis, blogs, etc.

Barry Briggs: We use them a lot as communication vehicles for our teams to communicate. Enabled us to do a lot of things more remotely. For example, we keep a blog on what’s going on in our division. Updated around the world. A lot of the web 2.0 technologies enable very rapid technology development. My engineer did this in about two hours. Suddenly enabled a whole new wealth of applications not expected or budgeted. But enables a quantum leap in productivity for the users. It’s a lot of fun because enables very rapid innovation. Keeps us on our toes. How have you adapted to these things?

Attendee: Windows Live guys were talking about leveraging some of the services in the cloud. I was wondering if you guys are doing that.

Neil Leslie: Yes. Here’s an example here. The Live-based Virtual Earth augmenting with business relevance. Now we can leverage some of the services. When you talk about the web 2.0 technology, discussion with folks at Wire magazine, select set of CIO’s/ you just let it happen. You have to have trust. One of the things I haven't settled on, but encourage you to look at, is that you have to think about your leakage. Can let you know what data is where and see where the data goes. It’s great for those who think about the opportunity there but people's risk goes up if you’re a CIO. So it’s a very hard problem. I am a data-driven numbers-based thinker. When you look at web 2.0 technologies, people can make decisions for you. So how do you let people vote and decide with the wikis, on what the best practices should be? Using the orgs to make decisions for you. I think we’ll continue to do. You’ll be amazed at how engaged you can get people to be. 

<Familiar Tools, Customized To Task>
Here we talk about what I would encourage you to do. Best practices around user experience. What are we doing within our own IT environment, we have three thousand applications . we have every possible user experience. I mean that. My expense is integrated with SAP and is world class. Ability to buy services is another user experience. So one of the strategies that we’re on is enabling SharePoint to be our consolidator. So take and drive commercially available mechanisms like SharePoint. Many of you struggle with SAP integration and SAP user experience. My users don’t see it. My users see SharePoint. Customers are asking us to make that more commercially available. The next thing harder for IT shops is some of the work happing around making components available to build composite applications. So taking key entities that we want to make available for consistency, and making available to developers. So do one thing to do it, and another thing to actually operationalize it. It becomes a communication vehicle in the world they live in which is their IDE. So those are two of the better practices. I’m a big believer in the SharePoint consolidation, because very easy to go do. 

<Software + Services>
You  have had a lot of discussion around + Services.

<Software + Services For IT Agile IT>
We’re going through the process of deciding how to get to an environment that enables services. That decision is how we’re going to build the capabilities. In this vertical world, you get speed. The challenge is you don’t get integration. But many companies say, "Now let's do the horizontal play." Then they lose speed. So many CIO’s don’t’ potentially live past the second stage. So deciding in the silos where are horizontal plays, are what we're going to make bets on. I realized I can’t do all of this. So look at the horizontal plays that provide capability to the business. Enable downstream applications. Also in a big process of driving enterprise data warehouse. Being less than two years into the data  progression, realize it’s all about business process. Building key definitions to support company efforts with a logical data model. We have to have consistency and utility across the company. you see many software companies going through the leverage discussion.

Attendee: Microsoft is global company. With different services around the world, isn’t it multi-mastered?

Barry Briggs: We ran into all kinds of technical problems with that. So we made the  decision that it’s going to be single mastered. So system cannot go down.

Neil Leslie: Don’t disparage other implementations. But the business process and technical challenges around the multimaster scenario is something we failed at. So allows us to leverage existing assets. 

Attendee: From IT perspective, when IT shops use silos, they would address new technologies as they come along. Do you find that in your environment people are wanting to move toward services, or do they what to stay with what they have?

Neil Leslie: We have businesses that are super bullish. Then we have operations team that wants nothing to change. We have a little of both. We have to balance showing people what opportunities are available to them. There are times when being a CIO gives you a little might to go change that business.

Attendee: What is ratio between politics and education?

Neil Leslie: The toughest nut in IT is the fact that you need your business to deploy. If it doesn’t, then they’re going to consume your capabilities. So the politics is huge. And have to weigh that against top down support to make that change. I’d say politics is probably 80-20. The technology is the enabler. It’s what gives you the speed and enables  it.

Barry Briggs: The nature of IT is changing at a very rapid rate. A few years ago, it was about customizing applications. But apparent to me that it’s become much more like product development. We require a lot of IQ to build sophisticated platforms and applications. I have four computer science PhD's. there’s a new class of individual arising that is essential. This is new. These people have existed before, but the requirement and depth of understanding is a major point of transformation of IT across the world.

Neil Leslie: There’s a commercial air carrier that drives 80 percent of their volume though their web portal. It’s self-serve. They want to know if they should be an ad-funded model. Should they be driving revenue for the company? it changed the way the IT department is thought of. Now they’re having the monetization discussion, and driving 80 percent of the traffic. Any concluding questions?

Attendee: What has been your single biggest challenge since taking on your role?

Barry Briggs: My IT career is a year and a half. Biggest challenge having been product developer for thirty years, being in IT , customers are right across the hall and very demanding. They think they know what they want, but taking that to product requirements and technological needs, has been the biggest challenge. 

Neil Leslie: For me it’s decision making. I absolutely believe that in IT you have to make decisions with the business in partnership and it has to be fast. Important to think through that structure. So I think that’s one of the biggest challenges. Especially in roles as architect. 


