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“When can my boss test
drive the application?”

b

Sunil Malhotra

The author is the CEO & founder president of
Ideafarms, a design led IT services company based
in New Delhi. He is a business design strategist,
smartsourcing champion and a breakthrough thinker in
globalisation.

Sales guy: (… thinking about his
commissions)
Thank you for the order, Sir! We
will start development right away now
that the Requirements Book is signed
off.
Client IT guy: Great. So we’ll have
our software installed by end of next
year. Right?
Sales guy: Sure. We will send
you the project plan—deliverables,
milestones, test reports, time sheets—
and the payment schedules.
Client IT guy: (… dreaming of
utopia). Thanks. Could you arrange for
us to see what the application will look
like … next month?
Sales guy: (… mumbling to himself
… this guy must be from Mars!)
PARDON ME?

usiness leaders
everywhere have started
caring less and less about
how IT guys build an
application. All they want
to know, early, is what they can expect
in their whole experience with the
application. You guessed right. If we
were able to have them ‘interact’ with
the application even before writing
code, they would be more than happy
to actually ‘freeze’ their expectations
and live up to their word of accepting
what we deliver. What I realise, rather
grudgingly, is that it would actually
help even us immeasurably, to be able
to deliver what we promise.
For over a decade now, we’ve been
hearing about how look and feel are so
important to any software application.
IT purists are seemingly out of their
depth in this particular area; they relegate
it to being the work of graphic designers
or, at best interaction designers.
Thinking of look and feel as an end-ofthe-pipeline ‘cosmetic’ enhancement is a
blunder of gigantic implications. There is
something intrinsic—which tells me that
beauty is never skin deep—especially
about the ‘feel’ part, which requires a
paradigm shift.
WOW! That’s two times in a
row that you have guessed right.
What if we included a step between
the Requirements Book and the
Development Phase? Some kind of
simulation or a rapid visualisation
step. We could then actually build
a ‘fake’ application using a suite of
rapid development tools. Imagine a
presentation of the final application
that the client teams could interact
with—a mock-up representation of the
contents of the Requirements Book
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(interpretation if you wish) that looks
and feels, even if somewhat, like what
we intend to finally deliver. Imagine it
being sent around to users in the client
organisation for their feedback. Imagine
how little we would have to explain to
our software development teams.
When we started our company,
I actually used the above approach
to get one of our first international
projects. It was interesting that the
client rejected what we presented, not
because we didn’t meet expectations,
but because we went beyond his
wildest imagination of what could be
achieved. Two full months of work
with interdisciplinary inputs from
our best people went into making a
simulated version of our proposed
solution. Hold your breath. He not
only agreed to pay us for our effort but
we even interactively used our ‘mockup’ to clarify the requirements. We
pushed one third of the features to a
later phase, added a few and finalised
a project four times the size we had

imagined! That’s right. No amount
of textual documentation can tell you
how an application will behave.
Pardon my use of a cliché here
that ‘a picture is worth a thousand
words’. Quote me if you wish that
‘an experience is worth a thousand
pictures’. My simple math tells me
that we would all be a million times
better off, every which way, if our
clients could ‘immersively experience’
Requirements Books.
Look at it from their point of view.
They have a job to do and it isn’t
software development. They have to
run a business. They need IT systems,
applications and whatever else so they
can do their own jobs better. “Does
the driver need to know details of the
engine in the car s/he’s driving?” they
ask. Are they trying to tell us that
engine quality has little bearing on the
driving experience? Nothing could be
farther from the truth. The truth is
that the engine is still perhaps the most
critical part of an automobile, albeit

only from a technological perspective;
from a driver’s perspective, its quality,
performance and function are - and
must be - taken for granted.
So it becomes our job to ensure
that they have a better overall driving
experience as well, and not just that
the engine is more efficient or reliable.
They must feel comfortable, in control,
and safe. I don’t know that our current
software development practices account
for this.
Answer this one for me. Why
do I always want to test drive a car
I’ve decided to buy, before cutting a
cheque at the dealership? Why isn’t it
enough to have read reviews, driven a
friend’s car of the same model, read the
brochure, seen the promos and spoken
to the company? What is it about
sitting in the ‘cockpit’ for a couple of
minutes, driving around the parking lot
and feeling the controls that makes me
sure I want to buy it?
My case rests. My client can test
drive the application … anytime.

Micro-banking reaches rural India
It will soon become possible to enjoy banking services with no bank around!
The project, named ‘ZERO platform’, aims to set up technology-enabled micro banks in every
Indian village and is well on its way, thanks to NXP Semiconductors and A Little World, the providers
of the ZERO mobile platforms for inclusive banking.
Through various Customer Service Points (CSPs) equipped with the new generation NFC (Near
Field Communication)-enabled mobile phones, contactless RFID (Radio-frequency identification) smart
cards and integrated biometrics, the project aims to bring featured banking services to rural Indian
citizens right inside their villages. The banks that choose to deploy such CSPs will be able to easily
eliminate the cost and effort required to set up physical branches in rural areas. At the same time,
banks will be able to provide multiple services like cash deposits, cash withdrawals, utility payments,
money transfers, micro-insurance, cashless payments and so on, via a single channel.
So far, seven major banks in over 450 villages across four states in India have already deployed
the project.
The deployment of advanced technologies makes the platform simple, secure and cost-effective.
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