Competing in a New Age

Three books look at dwindling U.S. talent, project management and the realities of real time.
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May 30, 2005 (Computerworld) -- 
• The Flight of the Creative Class: The New Global Competition for Talent, by Richard Florida (HarperBusiness, 336 pages, $25.95). For decades, the U.S. has reigned as the world's center for innovation, be it in high tech, science or entertainment. And as Florida astutely observes, "Of critical importance to American success this last century has been an influx of global talent," from Scottish-born steel titan Andrew Carnegie to the Hungarian co-founder of Intel, Andy Grove. 
But as Florida, the Hirst Professor at George Mason University's School of Public Policy, argues, a combination of factors, including better occupational and educational opportunities in places like Singapore and India, are leading to a global war for creative talent -- a battle that he believes the U.S. is positioning itself to lose. 
Tighter immigration and visa policies that have been adopted since 9/11 are leading an increasing number of foreign-born graduate students to enroll in non-U.S. universities and to work outside the country in more-receptive environments. But that's just one of the problems that's diminishing the nation's ranking as a key destination for creative workers, says Florida. 
He also notes that 40 million people, or roughly 30% of the U.S. workforce, are members of what he terms the "creative class" -- people who are employed in industries ranging from science and engineering to the arts and white-collar professions such as law. But that leaves the other 70% struggling to survive in lower-paying manufacturing and service-industry jobs, a situation that Florida says is "exacerbating economic inequality." 
Meanwhile, regions such as Bangalore, Tel Aviv, Singapore and Beijing are aggressively recruiting foreign technology companies and investing heavily in higher education and in research and development. 
In this smartly written and well-documented book, Florida calls upon government, business and academic leaders -- as well as everyday citizens -- to develop something as large-scale as the New Deal to build a fully creative society. Even those readers who disagree with Florida's anti-isolationist views will find this well-crafted tome thought-provoking and worthwhile. 


• The Rational Project Manager: A Thinking Team's Guide to Getting Work Done, by Andrew Longman and Jim Mullins (John Wiley & Sons Inc., 256 pages, $27.95). Savvy project managers know that the biggest roadblocks to delivering projects on time and within budget and scope are typically organizational inertia and people issues. The authors, who are consultants at Kepner-Tregoe Inc. in Princeton, N.J., do a deft job of addressing these topics while incorporating their organization's problem-solving and decision-making techniques. 
They also provide a useful perspective on why today's projects are different from those that came before. For example, they point out the challenges of managing a project that's planned by one group and implemented by another. 
The book includes a chapter devoted to managing people, and although some of the authors' suggestions may come off as no-brainers ("Does the performer have the necessary knowledge and skill to perform?"), they address fundamental questions that project leaders should continually be asking themselves. 
The authors raise issues that are rarely included in project management texts, such as the importance of obvious questions like, "Why are we doing this project?" Also of value are tips and pitfalls boxes throughout each chapter. 
Given the increasing amount of complexity that today's project managers face, it's refreshing to come across a book that does such an effective job of breaking these challenges down into bite-size portions. 


• The Real-Time Enterprise: Competing on Time With the Revolutionary Business SEx Machine, by Peter Fingar and Joseph Bellini (Meghan-Kiffer Press, 224 pages, $34.95). The notion of a real-time enterprise (RTE) that's able to sense and respond quickly to customer demands and market shifts has been around for years. But in the real world, only a few companies, like Dell Inc. and Cisco Systems Inc., have been able to pull this off, in part by leveraging business process management systems to flatten their operations and differentiate themselves from competitors bound to old technologies. 
Fingar, an executive partner at The Greystone Group LLC, and Bellini, a senior vice president in the software products and services group at Brooks Automation Inc., do a proficient job of documenting the successes of RTE pioneers, including General Electric Co., The Progressive Corp. and Wal-Mart Stores Inc. The authors detail how they became more responsive to customers and mastered business process management to help them dominate their markets. 
Although the authors underscore the need for organizations to provide workers with ample time to absorb the process changes that come with RTE, they devote just two and a half pages to the most critical requirements for success -- people and corporate culture. (Note: "SEx Machine" refers to an acronym for strategy and execution, not to be confused with James Brown's 1970 funk classic.) 
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