
Technology

1BEST’S REVIEW • DECEMBER 2004 • REPRINT

By Gates Ouimette

Technology Insight

Whether dealing with enterprise resource planning or business-process
applications, insurers have many choices when selecting systems.

Best of Breed or Super Suite?
While business decisions continue to be made

around the pros and cons of enterprise
application suites vs. best-of-breed applica-

tions, the importance of these types of decisions
increases regularly. Most recently, while the Microsoft-
SAP merger didn’t happen, it appears at press time that
an Oracle acquisition of Peoplesoft has gathered steam.

On both sides of the equation, for existing Oracle or
existing Peoplesoft application users, investments have
been made in core applications.Add-on modules for addi-
tional line-of-business or corporate functionality may now
have additional associated risks. Questions arise, includ-
ing:Which vendors’ application modules will survive? Is
there overlap? If an investment is made, how long will
there be support or enhancements?

All enterprise insurance companies have different busi-
ness requirements,unique application portfolios to support
them and multiple initiatives at varying stages of
decision/implementation.Not all companies use Oracle or
Peoplesoft applications and the concept of best-of-breed vs.
super-suite is by no means limited to these two vendors.

As implied by its name, an enterprise software best-
of-breed approach defines a lowest common denomina-
tor into which multiple vendors’ software will be integrat-
ed.Typically, this will be a central data repository.
Software purchases are based on adherence to that low-
est denominator and are made based upon price/perfor-
mance on a specific piece of functionality, regardless of
the software vendor.

A super-suite approach has enabled software industry
giants such as Oracle,PeopleSoft, SAP and Microsoft to
grow and prosper.Within this approach, individual applica-
tion module functionality remains the key decision driver
but is coupled with a preference for ease of doing business
and ongoing support/maintenance with one vendor.

Regardless of the outcome of software industry acqui-
sitions/mergers, the choices available to insurers will con-
tinue to be dynamic.Applicable to many applications, the
choice of super suite vs.best of breed is one way to man-
age risk and/or improve application functionality.

Two schools of thought around this type of choice
are evident in the insurance industry. Insurers are using
both approaches, with some favoring best-of-breed and
others favoring a super-suite approach. For one insurer, an
enterprise resource planning leader is being used by its
financials department, providing them an easier way to
define/manage/track business processes and data flows
crucial for Sarbanes-Oxley compliance.

Separately, the insurer’s human resource department
is using a data-repository-centric approach, despite the

strength of their enterprise resource planning vendor in
the human-resource management systems space. Using an
enterprise database as the epicenter of its human-
resource application portfolio, human resource-specific
applications are then required to use that data repository,
where a focus on data cleansing and data mapping has
been centralized.Within the department, the focus can be
on best-of-breed at the application level.They don’t need
to concern themselves with whose application they are
using, as long as the application itself can tie back into
their enterprise data repository.

While in a super-suite approach, a benefit is dealing
with one software vendor and leaving the application
integration to that vendor, how would one integrate appli-
cations in a best-of-breed scenario? With data centralized,
the focus then becomes integration at a higher level with-
in the set of applications.Web services, via a service-ori-
ented architecture, can become the “integration glue.”

One example being played out today is the success of
application companies such as Salesforce.com in increas-
ingly large organizations. Salesforce.com’s success within
enterprise financial services firms is less the promise of
their own super-suite and more their embracing of ser-
vice-oriented architectures and supporting Web services
standards. Salesforce.com’s investment in service-oriented
architecture and Web services is key.

Any software company focused on offering a best-of-
breed application can lever the use of service-oriented
architecture and Web services. Insurance industry applica-
tion vendors are moving aggressively in that direction.With
the continuing emergence of service-oriented architecture
and Web services, insurers now have increased flexibility in
their application decision criteria.While super-suite solu-

tions definitely have merit, some of the risk
of using best-of-breed solutions is
diminishing. In the area of super-suite
vs.best-of-breed applications, technolo-
gy continues to evolve in support of
dynamic business requirements.

The choice of super suite vs.best of breed
is one way to manage risk and/or
improve application functionality.
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