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A MULTIMEDIA, PROJECT STATUS REPORT

William L. Harrison, Professor, College

Nancy Knowlton, Graduate Student,

ABSTRACT

A large public uility and a systerms integration vendor
have entered a contractual agreement which will cause the
axisting Customer information Systems (CISs) to be moved
from their current environment (mainframe-based COBOL
and Assembler applications with VSAM and SEGAM files) to
a new one (UNIX-based C+ + applications supported by a
relational database). This project will result in significant
changes to the ways in which users and members of the
informaion systems group go about their work in the future.
The project plan calls for the new environment to be imple-
mented in phases to allow for adequate training of the 1.S.
professionals, to provide feedback to the development
process, and to ensure acceptance by the user community.
Among the tools used to report project progress and
maintain full communication with both the user community
and the LS. group is an electronic newsletier, an interactive
multimeclia report developed, in part, by the authors.

introduction

Multimedia, loosely defined as the integration of audio,
video, and graphics media, has been put to a variety of uses
[Bly, et al, 1983], [Fish, et al, 1983], and [Wilson, 1893]. Its
use to deliver educatian and training are also well known
[Amthor, 1992], [Roden, 1992]. In this paper we describe
the use of a multimedia, "electronic newsletter" as a commu-
nications medium.

A large public utility in the Pacific Northwest region of
the United States has contracted with a systems integrator
to move the utility’s customer information systems from a
very old and fragile environment into a more modern and
more robust environment. The project itself is very large
involving millions of dollars and years of work.

The conversion to the new system will affect nearly
evaryone in the cornpany. Customer service representatives
will be using new systems, with a new user interface.
Information  systems professionals will be building and
maintaining applications in a new environment,
reporting practices of meter readers, accounting profession-
als, and service workers will also be affected.

Within the utility company, employees are faced with
great uncertainties. To keep those uncertainties from
orecipitating dysfunctional behaviors, such as resistance to
the change, an intense program of employee education will
be implemenited. One of the key ingredients is a multimedia,
electronic newsletier which will be used to explain the new
system, discuss the business case for making the change,
and make periodic {guarterly) progress reports. The
newsletter will (hopefully} build excitement for the new
environment among the empioyees. This paper describes
the multimedia, electronic newsletter in some detail after first
providing some discussioin of the infofmation systems
conversion project which is the foundation.
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Background: The Current I. S. Environment

A customer information systemn for a major utility has
to support the numerous activities which enable the utility to
provide service to a large number of commercial and
residential customers. There are systems to initiate service,
terminate service, transfer service, bil, receive payment,
answer inquiries, etc. Employees of the utility currently
interact with these systems through the use of IBM 3270
terrminals.

A collection of several hundred COBOL and Assemn-
bler programs and associated files support the large set of
customer services. These programs and files were created
and are maintained by LS. professionals. As changes are
made in the many dimensions of customer service or new
informational needs are identified or legislated, correspond-
ing changes must be made in the appropriate programs and
files. '

Changes made over the past twenty to twenty-five
years have resulted in a very fragile environment within
which further changes are extremely difficut. Even so-called
‘small changes” require inordinate amounts of work because
of the many programs and files. For example; a recent
change to enlarge the comment figld in a customer record
resutied in fourteen manths of work and changes to virtually
hundreds of programs.,

The existing system also constrains the ability of the
company to make some business processes more efficient.
For example, the system which creates routes for the meter

readers is so bad that routes have not been changed in over
20 years and many of the old routes no longer make sense.

In the existing system, data, pracess, and access are
inextricably bound together. The tack of flexibility for data
access, the difficulty of developing new systems, and the
complex ramifications of even small changes in business
processes restrict the ability of the business to respond to
competitive and environmental changes. A complete
overhaul of the underlying information systems technology
is required to make it possible to pursue emerging business
opparturnities. '

Background: The New Environment

The new environment will use object oriented (C + +)
programiming in a relational (Sybase) database efviranmant.
New, graphical user interfaces (GUI) will be provided (in
Matif) to improve the effectiveness of users throughout the
company. The new interfaces will make it easier for users to
effect the necessary data entry or inquiry in a timely and
accurate fashion. The new interface will also make it easier
for new users to learn the system since users will not have
to memarize the many codes that use of the current system
requires.
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The Transition

The transition from the existing to the new systermn will
be a pericd of great change. Users will be moving to a new
interface for CIS and during the transition pericd will work
with hoth interfaces. Information systems people wili be
learning new skills, maintaining existing systems, and
creating new systems. Everyone will be chalenged to
assimilate changas to their old work habits. The newsletter
will help enhance people’s understanding of the complexities
of the project in arder to improve their abilities to assimilate
the necessary changes into their work habits. It will also
provide a consistent, company-wide message which will,
hopefully, reduce anxiety and uncertainty about the project
among employees.

One of the most difficult tasks of the transition will be
the maintaining the integrity of the customer information
systems data. Initially, all the data will reside in their origina)
location - the existing files. Gradually, applications will be
maved to the new environment and data will be placed
under control of the Sybase database management soft-
ware. During the fransition, some data will have to be
maintained in both environments because some applications
will be in the new environment while others remain in the
current environment.

Keeping the two sets of data consistent with each
other will require careful planning and more than a litte
cleverness. Some changes made to data in the new
environment will have to be made to copies of the same
data stored in the existing environment, and vice versa. The
specifics of this data coordination are not fully determined at
this time but it is expected that these changes will be
programmed by the information systems pecple and the
project team and will not require duplicated effort on the part
of customer service personnel.

Phases of the Project

The project is divided intc phases. The phased
implementation process offers continuous improverment over
the project's entire life cycle. It will allow for the early
delivery of some results and an opportunity for project
direction and details to change in response to the needs of
the customer. .

The new systermn will not actually have to be complete-
ly re-invented, A information model, developed elsewhere,
known as the Utility Customer Design Service (UCDS) will be
used to facilitate the process and take advantage of available
technologies. UCDS provides something of a "blugprint” for
the system to be developed.

Of course, there is much preparation that must be
done before the applications are moved at all. The project,
then is divided inic three major phases:

Phase 1 - Project Launch
Phase 2 - Requirements
Phase 3 - Development of Applications

The entire project, from beginning o end, will cover approxi-
mately three years. A brief description of each of the phases
follows.
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Phase 1: Project Launch. The purpose of the first phas
is 1o launch the project and deliver training for informatio
systems personnel. The project team will specify exacl
what programs are in CIS, and which are not. Wol
standards and procedures will be determined, documentel
and distributed. (1t is at this point that input from users B
critical.  The Utility Company will hold facilitated sessiof
with users and information systems staff in order to defig
work practices and gather user requirements.} Training !
the techniques of data modeling will be provided to thod
involved in the mapping of data from the current system?
the new. Education on the UCDS data and process mod¢
will also be accamplished during this phase.

Phase 2: Requirements. The new (UNIX) architecture ¥
the new customner information systems will be put into plad
The UCDS data model will be implemented. Details cor
cerning the movement of data between the existing and n#¥
systems will be worked out. Bridges over which the data it
travel from the existing systerh to the new will be ol
Mechanisms for managing the entire project, from beginni@
to end, wilt also be put in place during this phase.

Phase 3: Development of Applications. This phase, whith
is repeated for approximately six different sets of
deliverables, accomplishes the movement of applicati’s
from the existing environment to the new. For example, N
the first cycle of this phase, the applications which enale
customer service representatives to view customer informé-
tion, account information, notes, ald bills, meter (reading andl
usage) information, geographic service area designatia's,
gas light information, and credit history will be implemened
in the new environment. As one cycle is completed, the New
cet of applications of the next cycle are initiated. As appita-
tions hecome operational in the new environment, custoner
service representatives will switch to the new interface for
those applications. The final cycle of this phase makes ANy
further use of the existing system unnecessary.

This Research Effort .

Employee satisfaction is very important 1o upper-igvel
managers at the utility company. They understand that
information empowers employees and that empowerment
can be either good or bad, depending upon the informaticn
and the circumstances. Some employees, for example, 8¢
known to oppose the transition to the new gnvironimernt.
Some are concerned with the cost of the conversions,
others with the general turmoil they assume wil accompany
it Some believe the timing is bad while others expfess
disbeliaf that the conversion will actually ever take place.
Some are, of course, very comfortable with the exigting
systemn and see no reason 10 change.

The utiity company plans a rigorous and compre hen-
sive effort to provide information abaout the canversion 10 the
affected employees, indeed everyane in the company. On.e
of the mechanisms chosen to effect this communication 18
the development and use of an electronic newsletter. The
authors will develop and deliver this newsletier.



The Electronic Newsletter

The elecironic newsletter will integrate audio and
video clips with computer-generated text and graphics in a
multimedia, hypertext software environment to provide an
interactive presentation for individual or group use by
employees. The newsletter will be ‘issyed" quarterly.
Among the segments avallable to those interacting with the
newsletter will be presentations by the Chiei Executive
Officer, the Chief Information Officer, Project Managers,
Customer Service Representatives, Field Service Workers,
and others in the company who have an interest in the
conversion project.

Those viewing the newsletter will be able to fellow a
variety of paths through the presentations depending upon
their interests and their technical understanding of the
project itseff. (A flowchart of paths through the newsletter is
provided in Appendix B.) The newsletter utilizes & touch-
sensitive television monitor to facilitate use by all employees,
By choosing one path, information systemns professionals will
be able to follow a fairly technical path while Customer
Service Representatives can choose another to follow a path
more closely alfied with serving the utility’s customers.

A new newsleiter will be created sach quarter.
Emplayees who work at corporate headguarters will be able
to view the newsletter at a specially-designed kiosk ta be
installed in a suitable location. Employees at remote sites
may be abile to view the newsletter on portable equipment
taken to the site.

The basic format of the newsletter will be that of a
television news magazine. It will of course be an interactive
{through the touch screen) news magazine so that people
can choose the stories they are interested in view-
ing/hearing. Stories currently under developrnent for the
first newsletter are listed in Appendix A,

Computer-based jargon is always a potential problem
when presentations are made to audiences whose members
may not be "computing fiierate”. The electronic newsletter
will address this problem by providing jargon "hot buttons”
which viewers can select to have the word or phrase
explained, For exampie, the newsletter will contain “hot
buttons' for GUI, UNIX, and open systems. The "hot
buttons” will prevent less-technical employees from feefing
intimidated by the project's fargon and, at the same time,
aducate them.

Another fedture of the newsletter will be the use of
newspaper-style headiines as the basis for enumerating the
stories which are available. Users will choose from among
& menu of headlines the stories in which they are interested.
In addition to the headlines, there will be "sidebars" with
related information about the system, for example identifying
the authers as contributors to the newsletter itself,

One last feature of the newsletter is worthy of note: its
ability to record the viewpoints of those viewing it. A
microphone will be provided to capture “letters to the editor",
the questions, comments, or suggestions of viewers. Viewer
inputs may be addressed individually and common themes
will be addressed in stories in future editions of the newslet-
ter itself,

Final Note

The first newsletter is scheduled for delivery in May
1893. The authors hope to be able to provide employees’
use of and initial reactions to it in their PACIS 93 presenta-
tion.
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APPENDIX A
FEATURE STORIES

CEO discusses "new beginnings."

Viewer sees a video of the Utility’s CEQ in his office. He
describes his vision for the company, including a new,
customer-focused, proactive philosophy which he believes
will help the company become the best utility country in the
couniry. A vital component of this new vision, he emphasiz-
8s, is the Customer Information System (CI8) development
project which will provide a foundation for future growth.
Sprinkled throughout his message, he stresses the impor-
tance of Total Quality Service (TQS). His message gives
one the feeling that this is a vry important project and that
upper management is behind it one-hundred percent.

Brief Overview of CIS.

If the viewer chooses this feature story, he/she is presented
with a brief history of the existing information system and an
explanation of why it is being replaced. Through the use of
videos, graphics and text, the viewer receives specific
fnformation about CIS and how it wil replace the existing
system. One realizes that this new system is not a means
to an end, but a foundation from which to build. This
presentation reminds one of a television news bricf. (The
viewer can then select a screen which shows the names and
phone numbers of employess directly involved in the CIS
project.)

CIS Benefits.

This feature story compares the existing and new computer
systems. Each CIS benefitis displayed as a separate button
on the screen. For instance, one may choose to find out
more about the benefit of flexibility. By touching the flexibility
buiton, one is provided with a comparison of the degree of
flexibility offered by the existing and new systems. This
comparison is conveyed through the use of video, audio,
graphics and text. Once the comparison is complete, the
viewer is returned to the first benefits screen. At this point,
the viewer may choose to learn about ancther benefit or
return to the front page screen. The side-by-side compari-
sons in this segment make it obvious why an upgrade in
technology is essential to the company's strategic direction,

— 35 —
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Timeline.

The information in this segment is displayed in the form of a
Gant chart. The viewer is toid of training dates, projected
guarters for completion of the various phases of the project,
etc. The initial timeline has very little detail but as the project
progresses the timeline will become more complete. The
completion dates provided in the timeline are intended to
convey the company's continuing commitment to the
implementation of the project.

Questions and Answers.

This story features videos of members of the company's
management answering the kinds of questions typical of a
project of this magnitude. A narrator will read the question
an the screen. The question will be answered through a
combination of text and videc clips of employees and
managers. Example questions:

How will customers benefit fram the new system?
How will the system improve productivity?
Is this system a prudent investment for the company?

OTHER FEATURES (SIDEBARS)
Letters 1o the Editor.

The viewer will see a screen which invites him/her to offer
comments and suggestions, or ask questions about the
projact via @ micropheone. These comments and sugges-
tions, and the answers to these questions, may appear in
future editions of the newsletter in the style of an editorial
page.

Ahbout This News Magazine.

One sees information describing the cooperative effort
behind the production of the CIS Update: the Utility Compa-
ny, the graphic media support company, the vendor, and the
authors. One learns that the newsletter has been custom
designed for employees of the Utility and that new editions
are expected quarterly. A schedule screen deseribes other
possible uses for the news magazine: at meetings of the

stockholders, cusiomer focus groups, or public wtility
commission conferencas.

Project Heroes.

This story gives special recognition to empioyees who have
“gone the extra mile" for the CIS Project. Viewers will see
video clips of employees and learn how they have contribut-
ed to the project. This segment should make it clear that
the project touches almost everyone in the company in
SOme way.
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SAMPLE SCRIPT

Nariator's comments, foltowed by video clips of employees
in bold-faced type.

JOB #: 2129501 WRITER: Nancy/Allison |

!R.E; VRN TDATE 05— ]
AUDIO

Enthusiasm is running high among employees

involved in the planning process of the customer
information system.

(P. K, ,17:58-18:16,#1-2) | think if's
very impaortant that we have input into the
new computer system through the JAD
sessions because enly by doing the job do
you know what your mistakes are and
where your weaknesses are and what
you'll forget to do. And through the JAD
sessions, you'll know where to put the
prompts, what's going to make the job
easier.

(g.r ,10:10-10:25,#10} for once
we're not getting a system that we have to
adapt to. We're getting a system that is
adapting to our needs.

M.C,  3:52-4:03,#1-2) It's not going to
be IS saying ‘Here's what you get.” It's a
chance for users to finally say 'This is what
we want.

(B. B. ,11:05-11:12,#1-2} to be able to
be a part of it and help design it will be a
real plus.

(E. K. ,10:58-11:08,#15) I think they're
really working hard at trying to see things
from our perspective and trying to do
what's going to make our jobs as easy as
possible,

ACTION
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APPENDIX B

Multi-Media Project

v ’ L 4
Front Page Page 2
(page 1)
Meeting Laying
Side Bar TFuture Founda- hé[?l.:n\g::: Jad Sessions Benafits
Challenges Hons. ¥
. History of l ¢ ¢ ¢
Addressing Current 1994 1995
Cost Jesuies System
Cust;
;_I_* Flecibility | | Easeof Use | | Real Time vt
March | August l
. + + Employee
Letters to About tiis Q&A March Di‘;im Productivity
the Editor newrs
magazine
Questian 1 Question 2 | [ Cuestion 3 Quastion 4
s
Record
Your Own
Question
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