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When You Can’t Afford NOT to Automate—What Next?

by Lesa H. Campbell, Atlanta Small Business Monthly, August, 1991

Bogged down by piles of paper and long hours of tedious work, you've decided to automate your company's data tracking, information management, and repetitive documents. After shopping around, you discover that no off-the-shelf PC software meets your needs or your budget. Don't panic. The right custom software application can increase clients and sales, while saving you time and money—and your sanity. Software planning, design, coding, testing, and installation will go smoothly if you know how to get organized and follow through.

GETTING ORGANIZED
Identify all incoming information.  Does your work process start with a phone call, an interdepartmental form, incoming mail from clients? Regardless of the source, collect sample copies of documents and forms. If many employees do the same task with their own procedures and forms, identify the common elements. Use the automation process as an opportunity to organize and streamline.

Don't guess what the computer files will look like.  Formatting your data into file grids hampers the analyst and restricts idea development on both sides.

Document your workflow.  What is the sequence of events? At least one person who does the task manually should help develop your outline. Include time frames—identify daily, weekly, and monthly deadlines. Collect your documents. These may be form letters, reports, legal documents, mailing lists, price lists, or statistical information. What useful reports are not currently available? Do you need status reports for management? Status reports for clients? Statistical analysis? A tickler of upcoming deadlines?

Identify future needs.  What functions are required "down the road?" What information can you collect now for future use? Could this project ever interface with billing, order processing, or other functions?

Determine current and future volume.  How many clients or customers do you have? How many new orders, or inventory items, or legal cases are handled each week? Based on past growth, what is the projected increase for next year?

Prioritize.  After all existing functions, new functions, and wish list items are documented, determine what must be automated now and what might wait for a next phase. An analyst can suggest a phased approach for all but the smallest of projects and discuss the pros and cons of modular development.

FOLLOWING THROUGH
Review analyst's recommendations.  Obtain an itemized list of functions to be automated. This list may be provided with a descriptive narrative or design document depending on the size of the project. This is your opportunity to ensure that you and the programmer have a "meeting of the minds" about what the new software will do and how it will be organized.

Don't buy equipment first.  Stock equipment may not be optimum for your specific tasks. If you have existing equipment, ask the analyst to evaluate it and recommend changes in speed, data storage, and memory.

Don't underestimate the value of operating instructions.  A good user's manual provides tremendous assistance to current staff and new employees.

Prepare your staff for procedural changes.  If the new computer system impacts work flow, discuss changes prior to installation. Employees should not be "surprised" during a training session.

Conduct a “shakedown cruise."  Run the new computer software in tandem with existing manual operations. Allow time in your installation for feedback from your staff and subsequent fine-tuning of the program.

