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Information Technology (IT) has made a direct and positive impact on corporate decision making.  Companies have found uses for IT systems as they have developed and become readily available as well as viable.  More specifically, firms have found applications of IT for their enterprise decision making requirements.  As with any IT system, the users and managers hope to find a fruitful use of the resource.  There are many examples of IT systems that successfully support decision making in the corporate arena.  
 

A system that supports enterprise decision making efforts for an organization is called a decision support system (DSS).  An important feature of a DSS is that it combines data and analysis to support the decision making of an organization.  DSS implementations fall into the three categories of DSS, GDSS (group decision support systems), and ESS (executive support systems).  Datamining can be seen as a type of a DSS.  An ESS is oriented at the strategic decision making level while other DSS applications are more organizational focus.  Systems that provide artificial intelligence or that are expert systems are types of DSS.  Some examples of DSS implementations are below.
· DSS. An example of a DSS is PeopleSoft Human Resources Management System (HRMS).  That system can evaluate retention, a critical success factor (CSF) for many companies, evaluate absenteeism, and forecast hiring requirements.  PeopleSoft is also a major player in the enterprise accounting software industry with their Financial Information System (FIS) product.  Even though PeopleSoft applications are most usually associated with enterprise resource planning (ERP) they are also products that provide typical DSS payback.  Managers make use of the data from the HRMS and FIS application reports for their major decisions.  The can run reports on-the-fly to support or counter their ideas.  

· Data Warehouse.  The Bank of Montreal created a data warehouse, what they call their customer knowledge database.  Relating to decision making, this system has assisted them in customer retention and marketing.  The bank's system is housed in IBM's DB2 database format and uses Ardent Software’s Warehouse Executive and Quality Manager for data manipulation.  Their original goal was to uncover business opportunities that were not easily identifiable without the aid of the data warehouse and software tools.

· ERP.  Enterprise resource planning software helps to provide data that would otherwise have to be gathered from numerous sources and with much more time required.  There are many ERP applications now available and some are close to becoming off-the-shelf in capabilities. Office Depot utilizes an ERP system from that greatly reduces their costs due to supply chain logistics.  Major vendors that provide ERP applications include SAP, Oracle, J.D. Edwards, Baan, and PeopleSoft.  Current developments and focus for ERP vendors are the supply chain and e-commerce niches.  Companies have seen direct positive impact of ERP applications in both of those functions within their operations.

· OLAP.  The Bank of Boston had a DSS that worked with their mainframe.  But they required higher analytical processing and more speed for their specialized queries.  The bank implemented an online analytical processing database (OLAP) system.  This provided a better presentation of the data and multidimensional functions that were not present in the DSS.   The bank used software from Essbase to allow processing of data that provides results in one-half the time of their previous DSS.  The management at the firm can use the analysis tools at will and with quick results versus knowing it would take hours to days to get results which was the situation prior to the OLAP system.

Other IT capabilities that are not normally considered to be a distinct DSS do support the decision making function within organizations.  These include data access, collaboration functions, and e-commerce.  A manager needs access to data in order to provide information on which to base his/her analysis and resulting decision.  Putting that data and analysis tools in the hands of the manager is part of the decision making process.
· Data Access.  Managers today have access to more data at a faster rate than ever before in any industry.  Many IT assets provide the managers with access to the data and with the performance to get data at rapid speeds.  For instance, the Internet offers a wealth of information.  A file server provides an excellent central repository for data with many gigabytes of file storage.  A modern desktop computer can store more data than a file server could just five years prior.
· Collaboration.  Managers can exchange data in a collaborative manner with other workers.  This provides them with the ability to get input or make input on critical decisions.  Technology to foster collaboration includes applications such as electronic mail, teleconferencing, intranets, document management systems, and groupware.  Specific applications include Lotus Notes - groupware, Microsoft Outlook - electronic mail, Microsoft NetMeeting - teleconferencing, ZyIndex - document management, Microsoft Exchange - groupware, and Novell Groupwise - groupware.
· E-commerce.  The e-commerce capabilities of the Internet also offer managers with tools to assist in their decision making process.  There are business-to-business interaction capabilities on many corporate web sites.  For a product under evaluation for purchase a manager can get technical specifications, configuration data, and cost information from many vendors all online and then make a more informed decision.
Systems Integration.  It is basically impossible to implement any true DSS without the involvement of IT.  A role of IT is to bring together the systems needed to provide the decision makers with the information needed.  This is systems integration.  A decision support system includes the data itself and the analysis tools to work on that data.  The IT team works to install the overall system and ensure proper operation with continued access.  Access to other data in the enterprise can include disparate technology or legacy systems.  A common link can be created to allow the exchange of data between many sources.  It is the job of the IT infrastructure to complete that link.  It is the job of the IT infrastructure to provide the layer of technology necessary to perform the data storage and analysis processing.  So the IT assets of the firm are critical to the decision making process for support of the actual systems.
 

Senior Management.  The importance of IT in the decision process is evident in the creation of the position of Chief Information Officer (CIO) in most large firms.  Companies have found it beneficial, and almost necessary, to have a senior executive to guide the direction of their efforts on enterprise decision making.  The CIO has a role to look at the business from a strategic standpoint versus the typical organizational role of IT.  This assists in the ability of IT to facilitate decision making systems.

 

Conclusion.  The role of IT in decision making has become more important than ever before as companies are provided with a wealth and breadth of information as a result of IT resources.  The positive impact of IT has also been noted in the application of various decision support systems.
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