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Iadmit to leading a double life. By day, I am a mild mannered
businesswoman — traveling through airports, working in

my office or in the manufacturing plant of a customer. I speak
at conferences and APICS (American Production and
Inventory Control Society) dinner meetings about how to
apply software solutions to the business of manufacturing. You
will recognize me, dressed in a dark,
conservative suit, carrying the usual
credentials of a business executive.

However, you may not recognize
me as my alter-ego, for you see, on
many weekends and vacations my
attire looks more like black pajamas
than a business suit, and I wear my
credentials around my waist, as well
as on my wall. The other world I live
in, besides the business world, is the
world of martial arts.

Many people are drawn to martial
arts at the tender age of six or seven,
and are considered “seniors” by the
ripe old age of 35. I began my mar-
tial arts career shortly before my
33rd birthday. I wish I had begun
earlier, as I have learned that many
of the lessons taught in the dojo can
easily be applied to the business
world in general and to the supply
chain in particular.

There are as many different kinds of martial arts as there
are different kinds of manufacturing companies. They fall
into broad categories like karate and judo and grappling arts,
just as manufacturers fall into broad categories like discrete,
batch and continuous processes. However, in the end there
exist the same basic kicks, punches and throws in any style.

It is the way in which you put these basics together that
makes one technique different from another, and the empha-
sis you place on each distinguishes systems and styles.
Similarly, every manufacturing business operates with certain
basic business functions such as sales, purchasing, assembly,
mixing, fabrication, inspection, and shipping. It is the way

manufacturers put these basics together,
and the emphasis placed on each
that distinguishes one manufacturer
from another.

AGE AND TREACHERY VS.
YOUTH AND SKILL

The style of karate I studied back in
those early days was very physical. As
a result, sparring (a.k.a. fighting)
could be quite brutal, which, of
course, attracted many big, strong
macho jocks in their early twenties.
My husband, Glenn, actually taught
me one of my favorite lessons. He was
in his mid-forties and also a student at
the time, making him about 25 to 30
years older than most of our fellow
students. Having worked with manu-
facturing companies for many years, I
was accustomed to being the only
woman in a meeting, or at least one of

a very small minority. However, suddenly I had more than my
credibility to prove. My survival was at stake! However, I did
survive because of the very early lesson I learned from
Glenn: Age and treachery beats youth and skill.

Today, many small- to medium-size manufacturing compa-
nies, or even mid-size divisions of very large companies, find
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Do legacy systems that
successfully ran your

business before, eventually
fail and need to be

replaced with newer and
better systems? Absolutely
not! At the point where the
wise old master’s physical

skills are no longer
sufficient to carry him to
victory, he simply finds

another way to win.
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themselves in a similar position with regard
to their business applications. They are running
what are popularly called “legacy” systems —
maybe packaged software, maybe home
grown, not quite enterprise resource plan-
ning (ERP) systems. Alternatively, they
may be very customized, singular point
solutions, which coexist relatively peacefully
with other applications. In technology
years, they are the middle-aged or senior
citizens of the software world. In addition,
they have continued to survive through the
baby boom of software products like ERP,
Customer Relationship Management (CRM),
Advanced Planning and Scheduling (APS),
Supply Chain Management, Planning and
Execution, and all the underlying technology
that accompanies them. Many of these man-
ufacturers anticipate retiring these old
warriors of the software world in favor of
newer technology and expanded functionality,
now that they have successfully transitioned
into the 21st century.

They are faced with the challenge of
inter-operating with customers and sup-
pliers, or perhaps with sister divisions or
parent companies. They are faced with the
e-challenge. They may be considering join-
ing a business community, or are already an
organization within a virtual enterprise. On
the other hand, perhaps their business has
simply changed over the years, because of
mass customization or global expansion.

With new technology available today and a
plethora of choices amongst the software
baby boom generation, it is easy to believe
life will be simpler if they upgrade, migrate
or replace their current systems, particularly
those legacy systems based on proprietary
technology. While those legacy systems
have served them well, they must be at or
nearing the end of their life, and their closed
architecture does little to facilitate inter-
business cooperation and collaboration.

Replacement is inevitable. There is a
point where age and treachery must give
way to youth and skill. You may think at
some point, the experience and cunning of
the aging warrior is simply no match for the
speed and power of youth. At that point,
logic tells you the old must eventually lose
to the young. You may think the same goes
for business applications. Do legacy systems
that successfully ran your business before,
eventually fail and need to be replaced with
newer and better systems?

Absolutely not! At the point where the
wise old master’s physical skills are no
longer sufficient to carry him to victory, he
simply finds another way to win. It has been
said that the martial arts are 10 percent
physical and 90 percent mental, although
few martial artists truly understand this until
well past their physical prime. The success
of any ERP implementation is 10 percent
product and 90 percent people and proce-
dures. Otherwise, why would there be
fantastic successes side by side with such
dismal failures, when companies use the
exact same application? Yes, there is that 10
percent, which is dependent upon the capa-
bilities of the software product, and if the
product can no longer support your necessary
business processes, then you must change,
augment or replace the product. However,
how many times have you heard of employees
in companies who have replaced their
business applications complaining that the
new system does not do something as well
as the system it replaced?

When the techniques, which served a
martial artist well in his youth, begin to be
less effective, he does not discard them in
total. He looks for ways in which to supple-
ment or modify them. He does this little by
little over an extended period, until the
result has little or no resemblance to what
he started with. However, at no point is the
change so abrupt that his effectiveness is
damaged. If your legacy system is less
effective today than it was when you

implemented it, is this sufficient reason to
discard it?

As recently as a decade ago, this may in
fact have been the case, for both the martial
artist and the CIO of a manufacturing com-
pany. However, technology today has not
only extended the youth and vigor of man,
it has created the options that can extend the
youth and vigor of your current software.
As you look to expand your business, or
respond to the challenges of a new Web-
based business community, there are far
more options than a full re-implementation.

There is no doubt that the way companies
are doing business today is changing. There
is no doubt that new technology is emerging
at an unprecedented pace, and the anticipa-
tion of taking advantage of new software
products brings a level of excitement which
is tantalizing, to say the least. However, it
also introduces a level of disruption to your
business, which may not be necessary. It is
not necessary today for any company to risk
damaging their competitive position, and
those closest to it in the supply chain, by
ripping out entire legacy applications, if in
fact those applications are currently delivering
value to the business.

If proprietary legacy systems are prevent-
ing you from successfully inter-operating
within your corporate hierarchy, or across
the supply chain, you may want to consider
buying software that will technology-enable
your current systems through Internet-
enabled front-ends or by business object
wrapper development, instead of full replace-
ment software. Consider supplementing
existing systems with complementary exten-
sions such as CRM, APS, SCM, or a host of
others. However, also consider carefully,
with an eye to the future, how you integrate
these new extensions with your legacy
systems, for there may come a time when it
is necessary to take one more step in the
evolutionary process. Remember that the
way the wise old master moves bears little
resemblance to the way she moved when
she was young.

These interfaces need not be massive
efforts involving huge amounts of custom
code. Consider developing a technology
infrastructure that allows the evolution to
occur as your business needs dictate.
Through such an infrastructure, a technology
backbone, so to speak, it is possible to
expose data from disparate business sys-
tems, so that it is visible and accessible to
all systems connected to that backbone.
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This allows you to consider each element of
your information system based on actual
business needs, and build your information
arsenal, just as the warrior builds an arsenal
over time.

For the true warrior, “age and treachery
beats youth and skill” ceases to be true only
with the acceptance of defeat or death.
Fortunately or unfortunately, depending on
your outlook, old software never dies. Y2K
did not kill it. Old technology does not kill
it. Whether or not you accept defeat, is up
to you.  
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