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Doing the
shopping
in front
ofatv
screen

By Mike Aldrich
I hate shopping. My wife hates
shopping. Everyone 1 Kknow
hates the once or twice weekly
trips to the local supermarket
to buy staples. Not the wire
kind. but cornflakes, tins of
beans. jam and onions.

Every week it's the same.
[t's all on a list and vou
navigate that trolley. with its
perennially bent left wheel.
up and down familiar.
crowded aisles. At the end of
the whole. miserable process.
vou stand in a queue. unload

and pack the goods vourself.
pay the cashier. hump the
stuff miles to the car park and
drive home physically and
mentallv drained.

Is all this human torture
necessary?  The  straight
answerisno. As I was saving.
it's all on a list that basically
doesn’t alter week-in. week-
out. If there was a cheap way
of communicating that listtoa
grocery distributor vou could
go back to the old days and get
the week sshoppingdelivered
to vour doorstep. If. in addi-
tion. there was some method
of paying at the point of order.
that would fund the delivery
service and vou could get it
free.

If onlv something like that
existed! But then it does. Its
called viewdata anditiinksthe
friendly tv in vour lounge
directly into computers.

Viewdata n this context
threatenstochange the nature
of shopping and the very
existence of supermarkets.
Nobody really needs prime
space in High Streets up and
down the country to sel
packets of soapflakes when
vou could iink everyone’s
tellv. at little cost. to a dis-
tribution depot on the edge of
town.

All the housewife would
need to do would be to
operate a simple handset to
set up her shopping list on the
tvscreen and transmit it to the
distribution centre’s compu-
ter. In fact. she could send the
same list to rivai distribution
centres and compare costs.

Logical shoppingis justone
dramatic example of the way
viewdata is likely to change
much of the accepted super-
structure of business. That
superstructure in very many
other instances is no longer
needed foy the purpose of
supporting  the  business. |
though there are, of course. |
social mplications.  Apart
from getting a haircut. where |
clearly vou have to be present |
in person. there are precious
few other things that vou
couldn’t get at the end of a
telephone line through view- .
data. |

The banks are paperwork |
and. therefore. logicalinstitu- |
tions. Some banking services |
using viewdata are already :
appearing. And now that the i
High Street branch is no'’
longer a sine qua non. the’
banks could find themselves
in competition with other
organisations.

As telecommunications be-
come even cheaper and con-
ventional transport more €X-
pensive the whole concept of
buying goods and services is
changing dramatically.

The oid wavs of doing
business and the old
businesses themselves are
under attack and the new ways
of doing business will in many
cases spawn totally new
businesses.

So the mext time vou sit
down in front of the telly.
don’t take it for granted. It
may not be quite so innocent.
orso friendly. as youmight at

~first think.
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VISUAL DISPLAY TERMINAL
to European standards

An intelligent visual display computer terminal
with 30.5 or 38.1cm screen. the Euro-Terminal
complies with Swedish and German ergonomic,
hqma_n factors and engineering standards and =

with UK Health and Safety legisiation. It uses a i
P31 green phosphor dispiay. with bonded face-
plate and a 60Hz refresh rate. and has display tilt w R
and swivel, convection cooling. individual con- :
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The new dimensioi
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Programme of events

I

The 1981/82 Programme of
Eventsorganised by the Word
Processing and Office Auto-

ences. followed by a discus-
sion with a panel of consul-
tants: Eric Norman-Wilson,

Coen of Logica VTS Ltd, Les -
Wright of British Gas and
Colin Harthorn of British

ta -

»*
phies

mation specialist group is one
of the most wide-ranging yet
undertaken. During the
course of the programme. the
group will have users and/or
managers talking on no less
than 12 different pieces of
equipment. Many principals
of major manufacturers in-
volved in the field will be
speaking.

The  programme  for
September to December 1981
is as follows: September 15—
first time users clinic. Brief
case studies from three users

Which  Computer;  Philip
Rothwell, Commercial Office
Systems: and Roger White-
head, Office Futures.
October 20 — Interactive
Viewdata and WP by Mike
Aldrich, managing director of
Rediffusion Computers Ltd.
November 17— David Butler,
chairman of Butler Cox &
Partners, talking about Plan-
ning and WP Strategy.-
December 15 — Half-day
seminar on ‘Communications
for Office Automation’.

_Speakers will include Dr Pat

of their firsi-time experi- |-

Telecom. ;

Plans for the group for 1982 -
cover such topics as informa-
tion retrieval, briefcase WP, -
and WP on microprocessors.

The group approaches its
fifth year in existence. Its
affiliation to The British Com-
puter Society continues and
the group looks forward to a
successful year.

For further information
contact Margaret Stevenson,
the public relation’s officer,
on 01-435 9831 (O). 01-341
1406 (H).

Viewdat




The general public had proved to be
markedly less enthusiastic in its
response to Prestel than the PO had
optimistically forecast, and businesses
seemed indifferent to the promised
advantages of a private viewdata
service of their own. :

But according to the suppliers, there
are signs that the long awaited boom
in psivate, business orientated view-
data systems, is beginning to materialise.
The Accountant spoke to several

f‘"—"ﬁ suppliers and users about the possible
b

.

applications of this new communi-

cations vehicle.

Rediffusion Computers claim to be
the largest supplier of private viewdata
svstems on the market at the moment,
with 30 or more systems sold to UK
organisations and 20 more sold
overseas —- several to the USSR,

According to Mr Mike Aldrich, the
man in charge of Rediffusion’s View-
data Plus system, viewdata is ‘the first
new communications system since the
telephone — and one that will make as
big an impact on the wav we do
business’. ‘

In March 1980, he explained, about
the time that the Post Office decided
that businesses would make a more
profitable user base than the general
public, there was general agreement in
the computer indusiry that viewdata
was highly speculative — ‘now it’s
definitely a multi-miliion pound
industry,” he said.

“The wav to think about viewdata —
or videotex, as the rest of the world
calls it — is to see it as a participatory
communications system that allows
users to interact with a compulter
controlled system in a way that the
user himself finds interesting.’ Mr
Aldrich explained.

Viewdata Plus s sold as part of an
integrated office system and Rediffusion
has just launched a new version of this
which makes extensive use of Viewdata

Plus’ ability to provide real Ume
transaction processing and file
updating.

The key to this ability is that unlike
Prestel and Prestel look-alike systems,
Rediffusion’s data storage system. is
arranged in a similar format to data-
base connected terminal systems.
Given the necessary links to other
computer systems, there is no reason
why a private company Viewdata Plus
systemn should not be able to display
train or ajrcraft departure times on
request, give the executive the chance
to book a seat, confirm the booking
with the travel company concerred,
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Viewdata —
Great
Expectations

Until recently, cynics were
calling viewdata ‘the logical next
step in communications that
nobody seems interested in
taking’. Millions of pounds had
been spent, not least by the Post
Office, in marketing the concept,
but although there were suppliers
enough, buyers were hard to
come by.

and charge the travel costs to the
executive’s expense account all in the
space of a few seconds of screen time.

Equally, of course, the instant
update facility makes it possible for an
organisation’s sales department to call
up on the screen the latest stock
position in various lines, including
deliveries just accepted by a warehouse
which might be miles away.

According to Mr Aldrich, there are
three generic uses for viewdata
systems; accessing, retrieving and
displaving information; transactional
services, where the customer uses the
system much like a catalogue, and
orders his goods directly through the
kevboard; and education and training,
when the system’s graphics capability
becomes a very useful attention getting
device.

Viewdata Plus runs on the Rediffusion
1800 series of computers and costs
trom around £33.000.

Thorn EMI were one of three or four
TV manufacturers who responded to
the Post Office’s need for modified
TV sets for its Prestel service. And
the Thorn division most closely
associated with this was Thorn
Television Rentals, now based at
Swindon. Mr Michael O’Brien, the
division’s financial director spoke to us
about the way Thorn's own private
viewdata system, Thorntel, grew out of
this involvement.

“The computer industry was totally
sceptical about the whole idea of
viewdata a few vears back. Most of
them hadn’t even heard of Prestel or
known about its development until the
PO began its big publicity drive,” he
told us. But Mr O’Brien and several
of the data processing -experts at the

rental division had been intrigued by
the possibilities of the concept.

By July of 1979 the division had
several modified TV sets linked to an
ICL mainframe computer and develop-
ment of viewdata software was well
under way. By April the following
vear, Mr O’Brien told us, the system
was operational and began supplying
user departments with fully fledged
viewdata service called Thorntel.

‘We now have around 80 terminals
in the group with around 6,000 frames
of information on store and three
major information providers,” he said.

Because the rental division has a
long history of co-operation with ICL
and developed its system using
ICL 900 and more recently 290 main-
frames. it was natural that ICL should
take an interest in Thorntel.

A pilot scheme developed, Mr
O’Brien said, whereby Thorn supplied
its viewdata software to a number of
ICL mainframe users. As we see later
in this article, this pilot scheme formed
the nucleus of ICL’s own, recently
launched Bulletin viewdata service.

The Thorntel system as operated by
the rental division works — like most
viewdata svstems — off a hand held
kevpad with some 20 keys, including
the numerals O to 9, asterisk and hash
key, and four memory keys. These
latter allow the user to ‘hold’ up to
four separate screens of information
for ‘ater reference by the user.

According to Mr O’'Brien, one of the
major advantages of viewdata is that it
provides a way of eliminating the
mountains of computer print outs that
companies without viewdata periodically
demand from their systems. ‘Tradition-
ally, what happens if the user has a
query is that he waits for the periodic
print out and then wades through
masses of irrelevant information to
find the bit he needs — specifying
what will be included in computer print
outs is one of the most time consuming
and costly elements of any new
computer system a business installs.
Why not do away with the paper

production altogether and give the user
the ability to access information as
and when he needs it,” he commented.

The biggest problem with the
system, he told us, is getting senior
managmeent used to the idea that the
TV screen has replaced the old
familiar flow of paper across their
desks. ‘It is a difficult problem and
the more senior the management, the
more nervous they tend to be of using
the system.
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The only solution really to this is to
do away with the paper flow, he
believes, and force staff to go to the
TV screen and call up the information
they want. ‘This will become even
easier shortly since we are working on
remote control key-pads to operate
Thorntel. And here of course, we score
over other VDU terminals because
most of the stock we rent out is remote
control colour TV.’

In Thorn, he added, there is a very
complex systern of staff communi-
cations. There are a number of
committee meetings, staff consuliation
meetings and so on. Mr (O’Brien
himself chairs one of these, and again,
the company viewdata system plays a
large role. ‘I’ve told the people on this
comimittee that there will be no minutes
of the meeting handed out, no agendas
sent out; instead all the information
will be put on the screen.’

We have one of these machines at
the top of our staircase leading to the
canteen. There is a standard, first level,
security code number which evervone
is entitled to use and which gives access
10 a range of general information
screens. Interestingly, it also has a
facility whereby you can tape onto
ordinary audio cassettes and replay the
same display or information screens in
a sort of closed loop as often as you
please. We use this to display our fire
regulations on this and other publicly
available screens.

The point, Mr O’Brien explained, is
that although people might walk by the
screen 99 times out of 100 without
giving it a glance, it makes them so
familiar with terminal screens that they
will have no difficulty with the idea of
going to terminals for information,
rather than to pieces of paper.

The whole essence of the viewdata
svstem is getting useful information
onto the screen. Changing information
on the screen — which often means no
more than updating a few figures in a
screen full of information, is the work
of a few seconds.

One girl could support a current file
of information, say 5,000 screens
worth, which would far surpass any
file system she could maintain that
wasn’t viewdata based.

The other thing we are working on
experimentally at the moment, is to get
the various group companies 1o put
information onto the screen files which
may be of use to other companies in’
the group. The idea finally is to be
able to go anywhere in the group’s
computer files from the same television
set.
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Mike Aldrich, managing director of Rediffusion Computers L1d.

The logical next step for us was to
ask ICL how much they considered
their recently launched Bulletin view-
data system owed to Thorn’s initiative.
Mr Mike Edmiston, ICL marketing
manager for viewdata, told us: ‘We’d
been looking at Thorntel for some time
and a year age we used many of the
ideas in Thorn’s system — which itself
takes a lot from Prestel — to run a
pilot scheme in nine major UK
companies.” ICL also developed hard-
ware 10 act as the ‘protocol converter’
to allow the system to be driven by a
standard mini computer.

The test scheme proved successful
and Bulletin is now being installed in
several companies, according to
Mr Edmiston. Costs are roughly
about £8,500 rental per annum for the
software and the hardware to link the
TV sets to the computer. Customers
are expected to rent or buy their own
viewdata terminals or modified TV
sets.

he advaritages, Mr Edmiston told us,
are that users are given the ability to
go directly into their data processing
files.

‘Basically, vou allocate a viewdata
page number to a facility and it takes
you directly into the information you
need. There are two basic principles
we’ve worked on,” he explained. ‘First,
every screen in the organisation should
be able to access every bit of stored
information (subject to security
checks) in the business.’

The second, he said, was that a
business should never have to duplicate
its input of information. ‘There is no
reason why information shouldn’t flow
freely between different parts of the
system.’

He pointed out that though Prestel
and many stand alone viewdata

systems had a ‘response page’ facility,
which allowed customers and clients to
indicate their interest in particujar
items of information — air bookings
being one obvious example — these
pages simply provide a list of the
people who have responded.

The response page in such systems
doesn’t itself take the matter any
further, With Bulletin, on the other
hand, he said, the information entered
on a response page is automatically
picked up and processed.

Finally, Mr Edmiston added that
Bulletin is available on a bureau basis
— ‘for those who want to experiment
with viewdata before committing
themselves' — from Baric. ‘There is a
very minimal charge for, say. 500
pages of information. :

Pilkington, the St Helens glass
manufacturer, has had a small pilot
viewdata system in operation since
1980. Peter Rogers is the company’s
computer technical support manager
and was an early convert to the
possibilities of viewdata.

On the basis of his reports Pilkington
set up a technical sub-committee to
look into viewdata and the costs and
benefits of installing a test scheme.
‘My impression then was that the main
use of the system would be as a sort of
‘‘card index’’ with user departments
establishing files of information that
would be useful to them,” Mr Rogers
told us.

Cost was the major factor in
considering what equipment to buy for
the test scheme, and eventually the
company opted for software and
equipment from the Aylesbury based
supplier, Telemachus, which already
had a number of broking firms using
its private viewdata system.

In all, including the costs of software
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and four terminals, plus the effort put
in by Mr Rogers and his colleagues,
Pilkington laid out around £15,000 on
the pilot scheme. ‘We already had a
number of PDP 11/03 DEC computers
so we were able to use one of these to
run the system,’ he explained. ‘The
£15,000 breaks down fairly evenly into
three lots of £5,000 — with the soft-
ware from Telemachus costing us
£5,000, four terminals for £5,000 and
our effort about £5,000. If we had had
to buy the computer this also would
have cost about £5,000.°

The test system was rather limited
since the PDP 11/03 uses floppy disks,
which have a restricted storage
capacity. Because of this, the viewdata
system will siore no more than 700
‘pages’ of information and won’t allow
more than four users to access the
system simultaneously.

‘What we have learned from this test
scheme is that demonstration pages on
a scheme like this should be high value
information — by which we mean high
either in terms of value to the user
departments concerned or in terms of
the cost of gathering that information,’
Mr Rogers said. ‘Initially we have
concentrated on a few business areas
to maximise use of the information.’

The most successful use is for
records of the rollers which produce
patterned glass; the works manage-
ment services department have set up
300 pages of production and engineering
data about the rollers and use the
svstem 24 hours a day, seven days a
week.

Another promising use was that
provided o thc cngineering depari-
ment: Mr Rogers prepared screens on
design problems in engineering which
were of direct relevance to the user
department concerned and, once
gathered and stored in the system, this
information was available to all the
engineers at a touch of the button.
These pages are also on trial on
Prestel International.

‘The advantages of viewdata come
directly from the ease with which it can
be used by everyone,” Mr Rogers said
— a theme which was repeated by
everyone we spoke to in this study.

Mr Rogers reckons that the test
scheme proved itself quite some time
ago; the move to a large scale viewdata
installation designed to serve the needs
of other users in the company rather
than a few test departments is under

~ active consideration.
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incomplete
Records
Packages

There are still accountancy
practices — including some
reasonably large ones — who

believe they have a perfectly
satisfactory way of preparing
final accounts for clients by
hand from incomplete records.
But they are a dwindling
minority, for incomplete records
and accounts production is one
area where the small stand-alone
micro computer has come into
its own.

One of the major reasons for this
and for the growing popularity of
such systems, Mr David Blechner,
managing director of Star Computer
Group wold The Accountant, is that
the suppliers of such systems are now
adding to the power of word process-
ing to their incomplete records soft-
ware to provide complete accounts
production systems.

Mr Blechner explained that the Star
Auditor system includes a client data

- base which can store up to 240 fields

of miformation for each chent, such as
company name, registered office
address, chairman’s and directors’
names and shareholdings and so on.
Linked to the data base and the
nominal ledger are practice files
holding ‘typing” information. This,
the word processing part of the system,
stores standard narrative for the notes
to the accounts, directors’ reports etc,
all of which can be edited on the screen
by the operator if the partner
producing a particular client’s accounts
wants to vary from the standard text
data. i
Star’s incomplete records system Is
based on standard double entry book-
keeping principles and will accept
postings from any source, including
prime documents, bank statements,
trial balance and draft accounts,
Mr Blechner told us. The system has

been designed so that the operator can
enter typed narrative to describe each
posting if necessary, or alternatively,
he or she can recall standard descriptions
from a text file stored in the system,
which can hold up to 50 standard
descriptive entries for each client.

Mr Blechner said that particular
attention has been paid to audit trails
and security during the posting
process. The user has the option of
agreeing to a closing balance, when
posting from bank statements, or
agreeing to a pre-listed total (for day
books).

During the posting routine, the
nominal ledger account to which the
amount is being posted is shown on the
VDU screen as a check against entries
being made to incorrect accounis —
and the system also prevents postings
to non-existent accounts.

When the accounts needs to be
produced, the auditor dips into all the
relevant files and assembles the
information extracted into a full set
of accounts ready for presentation to
the client. The real advantage here is
that 1t puts an end to the errors that
often creep in when accounts have to
be ‘calied over’. It also cuts down
the time taken at the expensive final
stages of accounts preparation when
senior managers and partners are
involved in reviewing the accounts.

The final accounts can be displayed
on the VDU screen for last minute
checks and adjustments and can then
be printed directly 1o finished copy
standards. Compilete statutory
accounts including directors’ reports,
auditors’ report, the profit and loss
account. source and application of
funds statement, notes and so on, are
all produced on the system.

Star has offices in Manchester,
Birmingham, Liverpool and London
and has a reputation for its commit-
ment to customer support. Each user is
given an acoustic coupler which
enables him to dial into Star’s technical
support team who can resolve the
user’s problem in the majority of cases
via the telephone lines but without
both sides getting into tangled long-
distance telephone explanations.

The group also has a number of
qualified and part-qualified accountants
who act as user advisors, the most
recent of whom, Alison Morgan, a
fully qualified chartered accountant,
joined Star from Arthur Young
McClelland Moores at the end of
July this year.

Haines Watts, a Slough-based
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suppliers and invirations of tender were
sent 1o eight software houses.

The criteria of selection the firm
used included an examination of the
price/capacity ratio of the various
machines: the capabilities of the soft
ware and the quality of the customer
support service. 1t decided in the enc
on Star’s svstem, Mr Taylor told us,
pecause ‘the price/capacity ratio was
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printers, plus the sofiware, cCOSLS
around £11,000 — but the real cost

variable in these sysiems is always the
nrinter,” Mr Hurst told us. }
The company started about e
venrs agQ as a service bureau but
L}:Lmtz::xf direction when il began 10
oceive repeated requests from
accountants tor assistance w‘nh
aecounts production apd incompigte
records. TAfter we lost a few clients @
Miivetsn and other stand alone
fncompiete records SVSIEMS 3\1?‘3116‘.’}'
wo decided 1o meet this need our-
celves,” he commented.

One Alton user is the 24 partner
accountancy  firm Fryer'\\’hiteh}‘ll.
‘Oipie of vur main criteria in choosing
his svstem was that we \Ix'amed a
suppliér who could provide nardwarf;_
of various sizes to meet the needs of
our four practising offices, which
themselves differ in size,” Fryer
Whitehill partner Allen Pawlyn told
us. An important consideration was
that the software disketies and the
client file diskettes should be able to fit
on the hardware in all the offices 50
that partners travelling from one office

e —

petter than the other systems we
looked at and the company itself was
much more geared towards the needs
of professional accounrants’.

After the svstem was instalied,
according to Mr Taylor, it coped
adequately with incomplete records but
the practice gave considerable thought
to the system's coding plan and
formatting of final accounis and were
able to achjeve a larger measure of
standardisation than was presens in the
original system as supplied by Star.

The system cost Haines Watts
£40,000 and it has 96 megabvies of
hard disk storage and five VDU
screens.

Alton Computer Systemis, the Leeds
based business systems house i3
another example of a supplier who has
chosen to concentrate on the needs of
the accountancy profession. According
to Alton managing director Mr
Harry Hurst, FCA, the company has
had an incomplete records package on
offer on a stand alone system for the
last three to four years.

“The -basic machine, including five
megabytes of disk storage and a

to another would be assured o.
standardised procedures.

‘The complete system for all four
pffices came to £20,000, which
includes two screens in the main
Cheltenham office and 10 megabytes
of hard disk storage,’ he said.
~ According to Mr Pawlyn, the
installation of the system has benefited
the practice both by the speed and
accuracy of its accounts production
work, and by ensuring the standardised
treatment of accounts production in
the practice. ‘It is now very much
easier 10 define the way you intend to
draw up accounts and to establish the
routines that will standardise this,’
he told us.

Like many of these stand alone
systems, the machine is a muiti
programming system and Fryer
Whitehill’s Cheltenham office is able
to run its time ledger on one VDU
screen and a client’s accounts on the
other without any interference.

_Pe}er Mart, a director of the
Birmingham based software house,

Computer Services Midlands, told us
that over the last 20 months CSM have
sold over 340 incomplete records
systems based on both the small screen
Pet micro computer and the larger
Pet Superbrain micro system to a wide
variety of accountancy practices.

According to Mr Mart, CSM had
had no difficulty selling systems based
on the small screen Commodore Pet
micro computer, which has 170,000
characters of memory and a 40 character
wide VDU screen. Admittedly, this
system has around 90 per cent of the
effectiveness Of COMpeLitor systems.
such as those sold by Olivetti and
Hartley, but at £3,200 including a good
quality printer it was around 30 pe
ceni of the cost of those systems,” he
explained.

CSM’s incomplete records package
on this particuair model lost a little
ground to the more expensive svstems
when it came to giving the accountant
the ability to format his own screens.
Because of its restricted storage
capacity the information on the screen

had to be input in a fairly fixed order
and position, and this led to rather
rigid report designs.

Despite this slight drawback, 247 of
these small systems have been taken by
accountants to date. And at the end of
March this year Commodore brought
out the Super Pet, with an 80 character,
standard VDU screen and one miilion
characters of store on floppy disks. It
also has a higher quality daisy wheel
printer.

CSM rewrote substantial sections of
its incomplete records package to take
advantage of the increased capacity
znd Mr Mart now believes his firm’s
system can compete On an equal
footing with the established systems.
‘“We have now given the accountant
the flexibie screen formatting offered
bv competitor systems and to judge by
our sales this seems to have been
appreciated.” Over 120 of these Super
Pet based svstems have been sold by
CSM, mostly through a network of
20 Pet dealers, ar£6;000per system.

‘One of the advantages of going for



a reasonably low priced micro based
svstem,” Mr Mart told us. ‘is that
maintenance charges which are usually
hased on @ perocentage of the fotal

wvstems costs in all computer
wark put hetzer the cheaper the inviw!
outlav.” CSM claimy thai it only works
through the mighest quality Commodore
dealers with established reputations tor
sood customer <uppori. But adn
‘hat it doesn’t itsell provide support
for its own svsiem  outside tne
Birmingham area.

Alex Harrison, FCCA, has designed
his own incomplete records and
seeounts production aviiemousing o
Wapg LVP with three terminals,
prinier, a4 megabyie Winchester Gisa
and a one megabyte floppy disk, which
he now markets to other accountand
practices.

One innovation Harrison has
hrought to the accounts production:
field is the usc of small hand held
rerininats, made by MSI, which are
about the size of the old style pocket-
calewlaior and can be detached from
e main computer and taken out to
the chient’s office.

The point of this, he explains, is that
{ hottleneck in preparing
accouniis by computer is in the actual
Keving in of the basic information,
cash pavimentis, bank receipts, creditors
and w0 on — the hand held terminal
allowe mformation 1o be keyed in on
red. and iransferred to the
siputer ata later date.”
Fiarrison  believes that this
A i or something like it, will in all
ikelihood be the account book of the
future for the small businessman,

Continued from page 283

The machine will allow him to proceed
10 the next stage but will ‘remember’
the gap, (or gaps) and repiay for the
operator on request the missing bits. A
warning will appear on any set of
accounts produced if they contain a
string of three question marks.

Part way through the development
of the system it was realised that
departments other than those invoived
in accounts production also had
requirements that could be met by a
word processing system capable of
being used by the casual operator.

As Dearden Farrow were about to
order a number of extra word processors,
it was decided instead to redesign the
software involved in the present system
so that it would work as a stand
alone system in these departments,
saving the firm great extra expense.

Most sets of accounts produced by
the firm are based on draft manage-
ment accounts produced by the client,
and in such cases the draft accounts
will be enterd as an initial journal
entry. However. the system is equally
suitable for conventional book-keeping
or incomplete records.

A second stage 10 the system is now
being designed which will bring in a
full investment ledger, 10 assist with
trust accounts, personal tax work and
dividend listing.

The svstem is being developed ©n
Dearden Farrow’s Prime 400 computer
which currently has half a megabyte
of core and iwo 300 megabyte disks.
1t has been deliberately written in
Cobol, to make it machine transferabie
and for smaller practices il can be run
on Systel’s time sharing bureau.

Compiciion daie for iic system is
December of this vear, but specific
sections, Mr Evelegh told us. are now
available for demonstration.




Extract from
Sussex Business Times, Shoreham
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THE Department of Industry hasd\'nvx_ltzc?
RQGER NEWMAN, technology 1rea.e ‘
of Rediffusion Computers Ltd to bec:or{r)‘nzlm
member of the Computing .aln}i Data
Communications Commitee, which ’}o. ms
part of the Electromics and 'A“EO“L":S
Requirements Board. The aim D!Lmlerlu
committee is o help the de;iar e
determine the objectives andprxorm.{obl'qa_
D expendiwre for government estapl:

me&t:-VGW'min has spent 20 vears in uu.
computer indusiry and has a‘\a'eilsr.hcc?;
experience having worked on many aspecis

of com pulin: from m ainframes w0 mant-
.y Ulﬂf;&. recognising e P 018!"-(‘;.{11
Meanwhile, recog ¢ th
; i T 1 - o
aroblems  of  marrying the emerging
8 ns

slectronic office equipment and '.CCEI‘n‘quS_S -
cuch as “viewdata® and “word p-rm.n,s%mgn‘
with established data processing oi%ran ! s
Rediffusion Computers has es{t\-.'lb.r-lf\?i{:_
central consultancy service aroup th)-L?‘nL‘ R
customers “top linsI advisce ‘:nd assistance ¢
¢ stitive consultancy rates. . )
h\”}"gsfk?lixt;%‘DDS has been up"’f’,‘nf‘e_‘i e
hcad the S omanaget. ;\,»mu..‘u-\.‘:,‘,
I'::'“i*r‘\ [nthe! stance. Mr Dodds ex-
:"c\(:%“.;; roeup Lo bhe \:n,".ccn?.‘rﬂllr};.‘:')ij \'ml\\ir
Jatachascd projests - ihase that llﬂr" .n’\‘;c‘ 1‘1{
cont TV o mnicompuiersin [‘hc pt‘m,i‘. i‘h\h
British Telecom's Pre's_"lclvserwu.: :_s:r.m‘:c‘m.i
is anarea where Rcd:{.‘u.\so;\ has established
. posinon as market leader. _
’ }l:‘ljll)(m’uls 'rlm;\- over 20 vears ;wvun:;l\;
the compuicr business from bath theuserun
facturer viewpoints.
n“E;\*E"(?;[t'U:r:é si‘x frpon: line consuitants who

Extract from
Y e o M
West Sussex Couniy

Us ek .

THE Department of Indusiry
has invited Roger Newman,
technology direcior of-Crawley
based RediffusionCompuiers
Lid., to become.a member of the
Computing 4nd Data Com-
munications Committee, which
forms part of the Electronics and
Avionics Requirements Board.

The aim of the commitree is to

Extract from

Sussex Business Times, Shereham

~ - SEP198i

MICHAEL ALDRICH. managing director

Times. Horsham

‘Tommittee aids de

help the department determine
the objectives and priorities of R
& D expenditure for government
establishments.

Mr. Newman has spent 20
years. in the computer industry
and has a wealth of experience
having worked on many aspects
of computing from mainframes
to minicomputers.

o

partment

Specific projects in which he
was been involved include the
ballistic missile early warning
systems, the application of
digital simulation techniques, the
introduction of the company’s
own minicomputer-based data
entry system in 1972 and the
design of integrated electronic

Extract from
Crawley QObserver
€9.10.81.

REDIFFUSION Computers

Lid, of Kelvin Way, Crawley,
have announced the appoint-
ment of three new execu-
tives.

They are Mr Alan Smith

¢ Advisory Panel to advise the Govern

of Rediffusion Computers Lid, Crawley
and  Peacehaven., Sussex, has been
appointed to the Information Technology

menton
Information Technology issues, /-2 &

Mike Aldrich is the author of over 40
published papers and articles on Information

- Technology. He graduated from university

in 1962 and has spent his entire career in the

a chartered engineer who
holds a BSc honours degree
in electronic engineering
who has been appointed
uality assurance manager.
q}?revig;mly he worked for
Mullard Ltd as principal
quality assurance engineer.

Mr Rob Wilson has joined

& group have justbeen appomtcd,

ey dre Leorge Bu 34 t as €0 & ~ H rheh 1
‘ 3 & ce e has

sta sler. wi 5 0Imned as hen res i E L‘O‘ 1g thatca the company as pelsonne

! A : i T N N ‘; i

4 seNIOT Consy tant 3 Aregon, the T B “omputing f] i every facet of cer. He was with ICL

viously was employpd by the
Civil Service in. the.lr' person-
near nel payroll administration

Gffice  svstems  subsidiany. ::nd' q:"}:;“
Westwoead. who joms as a pm_;eccl\‘ rr:;l\‘rc_ hc.
He came o Reditfusion from l—, ';1 LBaTiC
was a Sysiems consultant 4‘,',’_ the Bar
subsidiary's private viewdala sysiems 81 .

He is 39 vears oid. married with four
children and he ihves in Colgate
Horsham. Sussea.

Extract from
East Grinstead Observer, Sussex

72 0CT 1981

[P

® Rob Wilson . . . new per-
sonnel officer.

Rger Newman Peter Dodds

AN SMITH of Waggs Close;
gﬁﬁgﬁmma& ‘has joined Redif-
fusion Computers Litd at-Crawley,

ity assurance manager.
was._previou i
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LIK Mainframer Predicts

Automated Office to Ease Data Entry Drudgery

By jeffry Becler
CW AW Coast Burn oo

FAS VEGAS - Auttiated oftine
wiil  relieve bustnees of
many of its current date cntey and
wther clerical burdens amd greatis oy
pramd thos eatent to which customers
G e themselves, according to
the anagiag director of a UK based
mainlrame vendor,

Syeaking al ket week's filth annuai
Laats Entry Munagemaent Assodation
(Denat Conference here, Michaed
Aldnch ot Kedifon Consputers Lid
portiayed a tuture snowhich conipa:
faes sall transter to dheic custinn
many uf the order eniey and process:
1y Gishs thaat e traditionaily been

sysleiny

done by the fume” emplovees

Superinarhet Conparison
i

Mo G Law e

Pl s pocted
Gusdointet sell seivioe i duabepois toe
cecrnt changes i the way shoeppers
are eyl o supertaark et Sdnch
sand

I the past, frocery stete pattois
condd et o be wanied o huond
ard foot by cherby who sefooied cach
e, pavhed thae poods aid thes ook
the customiens” money. Today the
oid tashivmed ideal o poranalized
custerner servise s taiben ve g te
hagh vei: Superitarkeis
sheppers gk alb thesr o grocer
es Gart them o the civechout aeunter
arl sty
b, iy

With the advent ol elostreis othice
aoatems, the supermarket princplhe

whete

v ot owi

HStOIET Evice Can nos breoes

o
Jed

tw o ey other s ot b

fessen s weki B fcd i wdevs o
pasies at the technological taretreat
thie dt"”’\'l‘“i'hl'“ servanege lt‘ll\\"‘l i~
atready  inoa relatively advapoed
shage of implenentation.

A the banking industry tod exime
pie vash dispeasers are iow doing
the obs it used o be doie by teli-
wind the tertanel operaturs are
Aldruh

i
the depositors themselves”
~and

Thee natwon of aliowing vistnen
to Wda aenatnts ol thei
cany work has abso tound vapression

AR ONDIRTY

i latope, where e emenpence ot
videotea- amd Viewdata-libe systems
e attowed  techimelogeally unse-
plusiicatid subse ribers tu Jdiat a com-
pany s contral maininae g e
mote acceas o the fiein’s date base
and enter an well as provess otders
erounts then horoe PV st

I adeiiiien o servityy aeoaie clees
trotiin shojepany ald Lo consanmers,
ceieotes the technology van be used

fenvent electeanic ward anad e

tofitiatien Tethiove
form o hnd ol gateway Betwevi we

avstents and o

[RELITES B3 --_»np.-:_n;nu Prows e i

Videotes will revolutiomize ethice
Abdriy
prodicted, “and bedaeae s trased
atornl television, it wiil be found m
baoth the hoine and oftiee

orpamizational strucienes,

fuvironment to Change
Sirother naor ampact ol rultne
st ol sestems wall be to
Srametically transforo the enviien-
et e which managers i ther
apporttaft o theie work
o entronal oftiee systeie toroed

Gl voller persaniel G g e

gether widder the same roof to do
their ol and thas vontributed 1o the
pise ab today's farpe centradized busi-
ness workphaces. Future genecations
ol atomated oltice systems, by cun-
trast, will allow the same vinployees
to do much ot their work at home,
where thay will be able to interact

i

with therr conpanies’ reniote nuin-
fraaes through their own personal
computers or terminals, Aldrich said.
Rapudly rimny transpurtation, ener-
By andd vental costs will hasten the
dav when Vit will be cheaper to take
the work to the worker rather than
vice versa,” he added.
o transicon from centealized ta
distributed working environmesits is

already beginning to manifest iselt
momany eottage industries and the
advent of the so called “cottage of

CW
At Dema__

tice’” will becomne ann accom-
plished favr “Flex-place 15 no more
difticult to comprehend than fex-
time, and it need be no more difticult
to implement,” Aldrich sawd.

To realize its {ull potential, howev-
or, the neat gepvration uf automated
office systems will require sound de-

RISISINY

SRt cHeChVe 0perator ITAHBNgG, sen-
sible nperating disciphines and core
il performonce
warned

Such svatems widl asu rae serious
wont JUstCatnn vieeras

memtoning, he

addevel
opsnent that will dend e stow ghe
techinoopy s pubtic avveptance

“The pattern ot fautomated ofhive
systens] use wall probably be tooan
stail

ahintegrated system tor one
funchen -~ distnbated processiog,
word provessing or even data entry
—and then gradually expand oy
adding other capabilities,” Aldrich
said. It witl Le o stage-by-stage.
learn-as-you-go  process. with vost
justification ocourming at every step
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Many firms are waiting until viewdata is integrated into ot

Innocuous
easy touse

and simple

of many a management

services controlier to find
a system of sophisticated con-
trot which is acceptable to its
users,

A means of harnessing
computer technology in the
ever more relentless drive to
cutcosts and improve efficien-
cy. Toimpose corporate stan-
dards over far-flung organiss-
tions.

In viewdata, they may be
finding just the weapon they
need. Onc of the main advan-
tages of viewdata js that it is
simple, casy to use. and
apparently innocuous. Re-
diffusion Computers, one of
the major suppliers, stresses
its *non-threatening, sociaily
acceptable connotations”,

This quality derives mainly
from its use of the nice
‘friendly’ tv set, a piece of
apparatus far more familiar
and reassuring than the aver-
age computer terminal,

And yet, in spite of its
apparent ‘harmlessness’ —in-
deed, because of it-— viewda-
ta may prove to be a medium
of communications which has
a serious und important im-
pact on the lives and job
satisfaction of all those who
work in large organisations.

Even the word 'viewdata'
implies a passivity which is
really deceptive. Its alterna-
tive term. ‘videotex' is just
opaque. Inreality, viewdatais
a means of achicving a hither-
to impossible degree of man-
agement control, 4 fact which
Mike Aldrich, md of Rediffu-
sion Computers, has admit-
ted: “The glittering prize in
improved  internal  com-
munications is the potential
increase in managerial span of
controf,

‘Reporting structures and
ratios van be changed and
managerial productivity can
be radically improved.”

Aldrich points out how
managers aced to be assured
that the actions they set in
motion are successfully and
punctually carried out by their
subordinates, but conven-
tionatly their span of controls
has often been restricted.

With  viewdala. ‘action
items’ cun be entered into the
system through word proces-
sors, distributed to the elec-
tronic in-tray of the reci-
pients. *Atany time the senior

Il has long been the dream

can see the status of an action
point and the externally
generated workload on the
subordinate.’

While improving com-
munications, a point which
Aldrich stresses, the use of
viewdata in this way is clearly
going to change the work
patternsof subordinate mana-
gers. Aldrich does not say that
this will deny them their
previous freedom and scope
for initiative, but the possibil-
ity is there for all to judge.

But he recognises that the
use of viewdata has become a
sensitive issue, a point which
Radio Rentals — another
major supplier — has con-
firmed. Says Aldrich: ‘The
use of viewdata technology in
business in the UK is clouded
by mystery of confidentiality
agreements. Much is going on
behind closed doors.’

One of the reasons for these
‘confidentiality agreements’
he says, is that “internal sys-
temsare atthe formative stage
with impact on staffing and
procedures still to be re-
solved’.

Clearly, this could be seen
as a polite way of saying that
companies are keen to dis-
guise the full impact which
viewdata may have on their
staff.

There are three main kinds
of viewdata for interna) use.
Companies can form a Closed
User Group within the Prestel
service, the public viewdata
service offered by British
Telecom. By means of pass-
codes, certain pages on the
Preste! database can be acces-
sed only by the closed user
groupwhich hasbought them.

At the same time, the
company also has access to the
pages which are for general
use. The closed pages may be
used for disseminating sales
results. production figures,
stock positions, and all kinds
of memoranda. Tts disadvan-
tage for the large company is
that it cannot, as yet, be used
to access the database of the
company'sown computer—a

common
viewdata.

This position will change
with the advent of "Gateway’
at the beginning of next year.
Prestel spokesman Richard
Hope Smith talks of an im-
pending ‘revolution” in the
closed user group concept,
whereby access will be possi-
ble to ali kinds of databases
via Prestel.

The number of pages avail-
able wilt jump from a max-
imum of 50 to ‘any number
of thousands’. And the price
will come down ‘at least
ten-fold” to £250. At the
moment, there are 14 com-
panies using internal closed
user groups. These include
BP. ICI und Sony.

The second possibility for
companies is a Prestel look-
alike system, or 'Plak’, These
are smaller. private systems,
exactly like Prestel, but pro-
vided by independent sup-
pliers. Depending on their
requirements. this can work
out 4s a cheaper, more prac-
tical alternative to Prestel.

Thirdly, a company may
choose to have its own, tailor-
made viewdata system, based
on its own communications
facilities, and possibly inte-
grated with other functions
such as word processing and
transaction pracessing.
Aldrich of Rediffusion dubs
this 'super viewdata'. Itcan be
as complex, and as costly. as
the company likes.

Clearly, it is this kind of
integrated  system  which
appeals to the ambitious man-
ugement services boss who
wants to usc all the possibili-
ties of technology for the
purposes of control and in-
creased efficiency. It is the
only system which hasa direct
impact on the trading position
of a company.,' claims
Aldrich. Barclays Bank is
using such a system provided
by Rediffusion.

Functions can include in-
teractive training as well as
more conventional informa-
tion dissemination roles,
Above all, it is an active
medium; other people’s di-
aries can be accessed, for
cxample. Instead of relyingon
users to go through the system
looking for messages, urgent
instructions can be given
priority, they won't *go away’
until they are dealt with.

requirement  of

Radio Rentals Contracts
(RRC) provides a similar sys-
tem, called Thomtel. It is
already in use within some
areas of Thorn-EMI, the pa-
rent company of Radio Ren-
tals. The impact on reducing
paper work alone has been
reported as dramatic within
this company.

Externally, Thoratel has
also been sold. but RRC is
mainly in the business of
selling  terminals,  Since

Thorntel is based on ICL
mainframes. it does not suit
allits customers. RRC claims
to act as a consultancy. "We
only recommend Thorntel if
we think it suits our custom-
er'sneeds. saysaspokesman.

VIDEOTEXT

ICL has its own viewdata
system. called Bulletin. The
major mainframe suppliers
are not far behind. Another,
smaller supplicr is Incotel.

Above all. it is the integra-
tion of viewdata with other
facilities that the far-sighted
planners are waiting for and
working towards. Whether
this is embodied in one work
station, as many of them
would like, or whether they
are physically separate, is a
matter of cost and conveni-
ence.

But the real point is that
viewdata, combined with
word processing, teleproces-
sing. electronic mail and all
other electronic facilities will
enclose complete organisa-
tions with one unified system,
a subtle technological web
controlling and standardising
all operations.

Tom Smith, chairman of
the group management ser-
vices technology committee at
Rowntree Mackintosh, is ful-
ly aware of the savings in costs
and the increascs in efficiency
which the ‘office of the future’
will bring. He has formulated
ideas for his company which
arc as advanced as any and
viewduta has u major role.

Over the next five years he
envisages “gradual develop-
ment of the multi-purpose
work station encompassing

her office facilities

Mike Aldrich, md of Rediffusion Computers: ‘Viewdata is going to change work patterns’

word processing, data proces-
sing, viewdata and com-
munications’. He sces the
public information services
such as Prestel incorporated
into the network,

As yet, however, imple-
mentation of viewdata is li-
mited. ‘We're using Prestel to
give us up to date information
about the sugar commodity
market, although we’ve been
told that we can get this
cheaper on Ceefax.’

But as far as internal use is
concerned, progress is ham-
pered by cost.

Among Smith’s plans for
viewdata are providing a tech-
nical library and a property
register — documenting alt
the property which the com-
pany owns, ‘We've got thison
our word processing system at
the moment, but we think it
might be better on viewdata."

Another possible function
will be office accommodation.
providing the planners with
information about desks and
chairs and so on in di-
agrammatic form. Thesc in-
ternal functions Smith hopes
to combine with external in-
formation such as railway
timetables, hotel and flight

, reports Chris Barnard

p]

booking systems.

Smith also believes that
viewdatacould be the solution
to archiving large amounts of
information. *We think this
very “shallow™ type of filing
may be what we need instead
of a very complex hicrarchical
system. it would have asimple
paging structure.” But this
idea cannot reach fruition
until Rowntree Mackintosh
has established its aetwork
based on work stations.

Smith's belief that viewdata
will be valuable is ‘more
intuitive than proven’. But he
is certainly not alone in his
far-sighted plans.  Indeed.
many other companies huve
already tuken up viewdata on
a larger scale.

But he is waiting. like many
other managers in his posi-
tion. until viewdata becomes
an economical proposition,
Aboveall, heiswaitingfor the
day when it can be integrated
into all the other office auto-
mation functions.

When  that day comes,
viewdata will realise its full
potential us & powerful tool of
management.

Chris Barnard is a freelunce
Journalist.

Digital Logic
Design
by B Holdsworth

weli-tned chgial des
intention of gvi

demonstrates thy

Wit prove a valuatle textlon practsing
engmenrs and undergradudate and
postgtaduate clectionics and ereckica

enqimeenng stadents

Qcinbi 1981
LO95mmp 017 W

Send today for your free leaflet

0
LIE]

g techmques with thie
JIhe reace an
dosign methods avaiiabie
N procedie

Dy Qramp

S pages

asend

Butterworths, Borough Green
Sevenoaks, Kent TN15 §PH

FC MOy a4l

sight o the

SEPTEMBER 24 1981

COMPUTING 27



INTERNATIONAL Press-Currivg Bureau
. Lancaster House,
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Extract from
Minicomputer News, London
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PIEULIVIS s e an .. the
office of the future has arrived. It
is novel but it is also simple.

An office is an organisation of
people who provide a service of
communication and record keep-
ing and who control assets of
various kind. In this respect the
office of a century ago and the
office of today are the samc.
During the last century, however,
there have been many tech-
nological developments in com-
munication and record-keeping
— telephone, television, com-
puting — and the control of assets
has often become more complex
and more tedious, often because

The future is already here

By Michael Aldrich

Michael Aldrich is managing director of Rediffusion Computers Lid.

‘ and have

faster than a mess-

become more complicated.

A century ago it was found that
a typewriter could produce more
letters per hour than copperplate
handwriting. It was found
siruilarly that the telephone could
deliver messages and receive

enger. As new technology entered
the office, it brought with it new

has long been a cornucopia of
wonderful new wizardry and a
sub-culture of esoteric jargon,

hods and new opp ies.
Each new technology generated
interest and was soon accepted
and forgotten.
‘Fhe integrated electronic office

providing a thick smoke that has
obscured the real simplicity of the
new office systems.

* The purpose of this article is to
dispel the smoke, and highlight

For further information circle 43 ]

9214X tension arm

You don't have to be an expert in rhyming slang to realize that
with our new tape transports, Control Data is really serious about
‘pinching’ the half-inch market.

‘At the beginning of the year we launched the 9214X, our new
tension arm tape ransport. With features like multiple-drive capabiliry,
dual PE and NRZI format, mictroprocessor control, dual blade tape
cleaner, micro-diagnostic fault-finding and an MTBF of 5,000 hours, it
set new standards in transp liability and data integi

Now, we'te following up that success with our new two-speed
92180 tape streaming transport,

The 92180 gives systems designers the best of both worlds. With
a single unit you can now accommodate normal low duty-cycle tape apphi-
cations, maintain industry standard interface, and satisfy all your disk
back-up and other high perf ep ing requi

92180 features include dual speed with 100 ips in the streaming
mode and a consistent [2.5 ips in the start/stop mode, 9-track recording
with 1600 bpi PE. guided tape threading, vacuum cleaner, air bearings,

‘We're out to
half-inch
e half-inch

arket.

92180 steeamer

short length tape path, embedded formatter and aua-diagnostics. Allot
which adds up to the ideal low-cost, efficient, general-purpose half-inch
tape drive with buile-in high performance.

If you need any more convincing that we've got the right pro-
ducts to take the lion's share of the market, call David Bennett on
01-24( 3400 or just send him the coupon at Control Data Limited,
Control Data House, 179/199 Shaftesbury Avenue, London WC2H BAR.
He'll be delighted to tell you more, and also give you a broad hint of
some of the ather new transport products we've got up our sleeve.

. Please send me more information on [ 9214X tension arm
(] 92180 streamer 1 Both.

Name
Co
ey G2
CONTROL
McN1o. DATA

the features of the office system
of today and the next few years.
Rather than conjoining a festival
of new abstractions, let us look at
the new systems from the view-
point of the people who will care
most about them — the people
who will use them.

The nature of work that people
undertake in an office is
dependent upon the particular
job specifications that they are
given and that they agree. Most
jobs can be described. Some jobs
are procedural; some are repe-
titious; such jobs usually provide
the worker with limited authority,
particularly in managing that
most important element — the
worker's time. Jobs that fall into
this area include many clerical
office jobs. In the classification
‘clerical' one wouid include
typing, data processing in the
sense of full-time terminal opera-
tion for pracedural working —
applications such as data entry,
sales order processing and
inventory control — handwrit-
ing/handprinting of documents,
coding sheets and the like, There
are other general jobs around the
office such as filing or copying.

Decision
making
authority

Moving from the proceduratly-
oriented office job to the job
where the worker has wide discre-

tronic sophistication, the office
must be designed for human
beings not the other way round.
The worksiations are the tools
that enable the office worker to
improve cfficiency, accuracy,
productivity and provide
information for better decision-
making.

The other important work-
stations are for external users of
the office system. The office pro-
vides a service of communication
and record-keeping not only for
those who work within the office
but also for those who work
within the organisation and, even
more important, for those pcople
who communicate with the
organisation — customers,
vendors, suppliers, distributors,
agents, and clients. These people
have a genuine interest in bene-
fitting from the improved com-
munications and record-keeping
that the office system provides.

The outstanding feature of the
office system is, therefore, the
wide range of people, from differ-
ent orientations who will use it.
Add that to the broad range of
media that people stilise to com-
municate — pictures, words,
numbers, sounds — and the
office system can casily be con-
ceptualised.

it has to be a multi-user system,
offering different kinds of dia-
fogue station to different users.
To ensure good communication
— everybody on the same wave-
length is a typical colloquial
phrase — the dialogue stations
need to be locally interconnected
by cable within the office and by
terrestial or satelfite tinks outside
the office. The within office
cabling is referred to as Local
Area Networks,

Implementations of the elec-
tronic office system vary, Com-
panies with a telephony back-
ground stress the importance of
voice. Word processing com-
panies stress the dominance of
tex1. Users will choose systems
that are appropriate for their
specific requirements, The funda-
mental issue will be cost justifi-
cation of the new system. The
difficulties in this area are legion
and it is highly likely that users
will take a pragmatic approach to

tionary authority over d
making, !ime allocation and
priority scheduling, takes us from
clerical worker 10 occupalional
worker. An occupational worker

t-justify a system
on a specific application and
thereafter grow the system as
needs arise and economics are
seen to be favourable. By so

is a supervisor, . an
engineer, a financial controller
and also a secretary. The classifi-
cations cannot be definilive — in
some circumstances a secretary
might be classified as a clerical
worker, On the other hand, a secre-
tary handling senior management
would probably be an occu-
pational worker. The office
system has to be capable of sup-
porling people in the work they
actually do rather than putting
people in pigeon-holes to support
the system.

Having identified some of the
people of the office it is then
possible to analyse their work and
devise appropriate tools to
support them. The tools must be
appropriate for the task,
ergonomically attractive and non-
thr i in the behavioural
sense. These tools arc called
workstations, and they can cither
be desk-top devices for the indi-
vidual or they can be shared self-
service devices for groups of
people — like for exampletoday’s
photocopiers. The sharing of the
more expensive devices is imporl-
ant not only for economic reasons
but also for social reasons.
Regardless of the degree of elec-

P fves, users will
be able to acquire working experi-
ence with new technology as well
as provide assimilation of new
technology within their organisa-
tions — so that people can
become comfortable with new
methods,

Improved
communication

systems

The comfort issue is critical.
Electronic office systems will
gather completely new types of
users requiring a broad spectrum
of services. The only way the new
tools will be accepted is if they
offer perceptible benefits to the
people who use them — that is
why electric typewriters, photo-
copiers and cleciric pencil
sharpeners were so successful.
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‘The people who used them could
seethe benefits, Also the products
were very easy to use.

Perhaps the most intriguing
aspect of the new office systems is
the impact they will have on the
cost structures of business,
particularly on overhead coats.
This impact will not be merely,

in

received personal service from a
clerk who selected goods, packed
them and handled the cash. The
process was slow and tedious, The
self-service supermarket, where
the customer selected the goods,
transported them to the check-out
and often packed them, changed
the nature of the grocery

for ie, the imp!

typing productivity through using
word processors, which is an
obvious benefit but hardly world-
stopping in overall financial
terms. Rather it will be the impact
of moving work out of the office.
This will be achieved in two ways.
Firstly, improved communication
systems will make it optional
whether the worker comes to the
office or whether the office work
is transported via telecommuni-
cations to the home. As the cost of
physical transportation increases,
as office heating, lighting and
rental costs are driven continu-
ously higher, there will come a
time when it is cheaper to take the
work to the worker rather than
vice versa.

This is already happening in
many cottage industries, The
coitage office will be here soon.
Flexi-place is no more difficult to
comprehend than flexi-time, and

Infinite
mix of

applications

It seems hard to think how the
customer can be made to do the
office work, But, strangely
enough, it is already happening.
In the banks, the cash dispensers
are doing the jobs that the tellers
used to hate — and the terminal

it need be no more difficult to
implement.

Customer
opcrates

terminal

A second type of out-working
will also become more prominent.
in the past, the naturc of many
businesses has been changed by
externalising work from an
organisation to its customers —
making the customers do the
work. The grocery industry is a
good example, At one time, you
went into a food store and

is the .

In Europe the development of
videotex or viewdata — colour
televisions with keyboards and
peripherals operating as com-
puter terminals using a totally
standard human operating inter-
face no matter what the appli-
cation is — has enabled customers
to dial-in to companies and talk
directly to the companies’ data
bascs. Thus the customers can
enter and process their own
orders — simply, economically
and faster than before.,

But videotex is not single pur-
pose technology — it can handle
electronic mail, information
retrieval and can gateway from
one computer to another seeking
the information and data that it
requires. It is a technology that
will revolutionise office organisa-
tional structures, And, because it
is atechnology based around tele-
visions, it witl be found in both
the home and the office.

When the history of this
generation of office systems
comes to be written, it may well be

Michael Aldrich is managing director of Rediffusion Com-
puters. ‘This article is based on a presentation made by him this
month at the Data Equipment Manyfacturers Association
Convention in Las Vegas.

that the historians discern that
one of the main antecedents of
these new systems was the data
entry computer. For more than a

decade, companies have been -

installing multiple terminal mini-
computer systems in offices.
These systems were not intended
for use by highly qualified com-
puter specialists. They were
designed for people who work in
offices. The human interface on
these systems was simple and
friendly. Menu processing was
invented by the data eatry
industry. The operating software
on these systems was highly
sophisticated but the user
remained unaware of it. Even
when these data entry systems

were by

cations networks to other com-
puters, they remained easy to use.

The Jata entry systems high-
lighted an aspect of computer
usage that will remain important
even with the new office systems.

However simple to use, these
new systems will require sound
systems design, good operator
training, sensible operating disci-
plines and careful performance
monitoring.

In many ways, the new office
system will be more difficuit to
manage than the old data entry
systems. Many new types of
workstation will be involved.
Communications and data
management will require new

dge and keeping the users
happy will be more challenging
because of the almost infinite mix
of applications.

Because of the broad potential
of these new i d systems

integrated electronic office
systems will drift slowly away. It
is the simpie systems that will still
be working and the attractive per-
fume of success may well be

and the business problem of cost.
justifying them, it is likely that
their general implementation will
be slow. The pattern of use will
probably be installation of an
integrated system for mono-func-
tion usage — distributed process-
Ing or word processing or, even,
datz entry — and then growth of
the system towards full inte.
gration. It will be stage-by-stage.
Learn as you go. And cost/justify
every step.

The smoke of confusion with

of the early days of
data entry, when radically new
technology was brought into the
office, made to work quickly and
Wwas s00n accepled as a better way
forward.
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