Tony Boyd, 11 Nov 2008
The next Google? As head of worldwide research at technology research company Gartner, Peter Sondergaard, has seen it all before in an industry full of jargon and new paradigms.  But today he was stumped when asked to define what he reckons is the next big thing in business IT.   Sondergaard says the next quantum leap in productivity will come from the use of IT systems that analyse structured and unstructured data sitting within organisations.   He says the searching and analysis of data from all sources will allow businesses to optimise the information about customers and product sets. It will contribute to an improvement in all aspects of business operations.   It is estimated by companies in this fledgling field that 80 per cent of the data within an organisation is unstructured and therefore unable to be searched by linear search technologies.   Sondergaard says this new trend in business IT should not be confused with 'business intelligence' which refers to the collection, integration and analysis of business information to make decisions and forecasts.   He says it is not an extension of the enterprise resource planning (ERP) systems used by most major companies. ERP systems maintain a single database for a range of business functions including manufacturing, human resources, finance and customer relationship management.  Sondergaard says the British company Autonomy is an example of a company in this new search space. He believes this sector of the IT industry will ultimately earn multi-trillion dollar revenues.  He says companies will no longer simply focus on improving back office processing to lift productivity. Those productivity improvements will continue but it will not be the top priority.   A closer look at Autonomy evokes parallels with Google because at the heart of the company's success is an algorithm developed in the research labs of Cambridge University by mathematician Michael Lynch.   According to Autonomy's 155 page promotional document, the company “identifies the patterns that occur in text, voice or video files based on the usage and frequency of terms that correspond to specific concepts”.   “By studying the preponderance of one pattern over another, Autonomy's technology understands that there is X per cent probability that the content in question deals with a specific subject. In this way, Autonomy extracts the content's digital essence, encodes the unique 'signature' of the concepts, and enables a host of operations to be automatically performed on emails, phone conversations, video, documents and even people's interests.”   The pattern matching algorithms used by Autonomy are based on the Bayesian Inference Theorem and Shannon's Information Theory. These were developed by mathematicians Thomas Bayes and Claude Shannon.   Two of the biggest users of the Autonomy software are regulators and lawyers running big court cases. It is also used in government, security, telecommunications, banking and the media.  In the United States the software is being used in the Enron court case. It has allowed the prosecutors to search massive amounts of data held in hundreds of different file formats.   Autonomy can search more than 1,000 different data formats in structured or unstructured forms, regardless of the language.   Sondergaard is not alone in being unable to define the new trend in IT.   At a special conference last week, Sondergaard and many of the Gartner's 650 analysts discussed the technology for many hours but did not find a suitable description.

