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As you have no d oub t noticed , we are trying som ething a little d if
ferent a t this year’s m eeting; we have invited several groups to share 
w ith us the ir experiences in developing and  using com puter supprt sys
tems. My purpose here this m orn ing  is to give you some background  in 
form ation  on why we’re doing this and  w hat we hope to achieve.

I t’s a surprise to no one th a t com puter technology has been a d 
vancing at a fan tastic  ra te  over the past few years. W hat does surprise 
m e, at least, is th a t it shows no signs of slowing down. I t ’s h a rd  enough 
to keep track  of the advances being m ade each week, let alone trying to 
figure ou t w hat to actually  buy!!! I t ’s only too bad  th a t o ther areas w ithin 
our technological society have not m ade sim ilar advances. I recently 
read  a paper by a no ted  h istorian  th a t suggested th a t if technology and  
productiv ity  in o ther industries had  progresses at the sam e ra te  as com 
pu te r technology, a flight around  the world would take only 24 m inutes 
and  Cadillacs w ould get 600 miles per gallon!!!

W hile such analogies m ay be true  on the surface, they d o n ’t tell the 
whole story. For exam ple, if we were to focus on o ther characteristics of 
this rapid ly  grow ing technology, we would find  th a t ou r $600 C adillac 
could only be driven by certain  individuals, could only use one type of 
gas; would have users m anual th a t only a few people could  read  or 
understand , and  it would be extrem ely difficult to get anyone to ride 
w ith you!

At the sam e tim e our analytical capabilities are increasing expon 
entially, costs are decreasing at a sim ilar ra te . Tw enty five years ago it 
cost about $1.25 to perform  100,000 m ultip lications using a digital 
com puter. T oday, such a task costs m uch  less th a n  a penny. I t ’s possible 
for an individual to ren t tim e on an  in te rna tiona l com m unications n e t
work and  send in form ation  v irtually  anyw here in the world at the ra te  of 
40 m illion bits per second. This is roughly equal to 480,000 university 
professors ta lk ing  at the sam e tim e.

These trem endous technological advances are not w ithout p o ten 
tially serios side effects, however. T h e  n a tu re  and  severity of these p ro 
blems depend  on w here you stand . From  my position, for exam ple, a 
m ajo r p rob lem  w ith com puters is tha t they are getting  so affordable, 
and  so easy to use, tha t it is ge tting  very d ifficult to im press people with
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the fact tha t I have or can use one. O n the o ther end of the scale are 
people like my m other who hates anyth ing  having to do with com puters. 
She delights in sending m e clippings of new spaper articles docum enting  
m ajor com pu ter foulups. O ne of my favorites is this card  tha t one of her 
friends received from  a local store:

FIN A L NOTICE!!
I am  a com puter. No one bu t m e knows tha t you have missed
your last paym ent. If I have not processed your paym ent w ithin
10 days, I will tell a hum an .

I guess the m ost frequently  encoun tered  question asked by people in te r
ested in developing com puter capabilities is “Given the rap id ly  ch an g 
ing technology, how can I possibly decide w hat com puter to buy and  
even if I could, should I buy now or w ait?” T hough  this question is well 
posed, the answer is qu ite sim ple. First of all, keep in m ind  th a t you are 
not buying a com puter for the technology. You’re buying a tool th a t can 
help you m anage inform ation  and  solve problem s. Your needs in term s 
of com puter technology are probably  not chang ing  very fast. C ertainly 
not as fast as the technology. In short, if you have a need for a com puter 
today; if a com puter can save you resources today; you should probably  
have a com puter today.

T he o ther p art of the question —which one do I buy? —is not really 
the right question to be asking. I th ink  tha t most com puter consultants 
would agree tha t the question of software should be addressed first. T he 
quality  of the software you use, and  the way in which tha t software is in 
teg ra ted  into your operation  will determ ine the overall level of support 
tha t your com puter system will give you.

You really have four options when it comes to software: 1) you can 
use existing program s with no m odification; 2) You can m odify existing 
program s to m eet your own specific needs; 3) you can w rite your own 
program s; or 4) you can hire som eone to w rite your p rogram s for you. 
For general office functions such as word processing and  m ail process
ing, you will probably  be able to use so-called “can n ed ” softw are. For 
very specific or one tim e engineering applications, you m ay choose to do 
your own developm ent or to hire a software engineer. For d a ta  collec
tion and  rou tine  engineering applications, you m ay be able to use 
generic software m odified to your specific needs.

In general, keep in m ind  tha t custom  software is very expensive, 
takes tim e to produce, and  m ay need con tinual m ain tenance. Generic 
or off the shelf software m ay be m ore difficult to use or m ore d ifficult to 
fit to your way of doing things. R em em ber, advances in software have at 
least kept pace with, and  in m any cases ou td istanced, hardw are  a d 
vances.

A ssum ing tha t you have been successful in identifying the a p p ro p 

126



ria te  software strategy for your p a rticu la r situation , all you have to do is 
go out and  buy a com puter th a t runs tha t software . . . right. W ell it’s 
probably  not tha t easy. First, you need to worry about som ething called 
the opera ting  system. It would be nice if all software could be used with 
all com puters, bu t tha t is just not the case. A nd just finding  a com puter 
th a t supports the p roper opera ting  system is only p a rt of the problem . 
Ironically, the actual com puter m ay be the cheapest p a rt of the h a rd 
w are system tha t you will end up  buying. Storage devices, inpu t devices 
and  ou tp u t devices are also very im portan t to the overall system and  
each should be considered in your plans to acquire  a system.

T here  are literally hundreds of d ifferent types of com puters on the 
m arket. T hough  in each class of m achine the num bers are significantly 
sm aller, the decision is still not an obvious one. T here  are m any d if
ferent schools of though t on the subject. Some of these are: 1) Buy the 
com puter tha t has been a round  the longest 2) Buy the largest selling 
com puter 3) Buy from  IBM because they are IBM 4) H ire a consultant 
to recom m end which com puter to buy.

W ell, this is abou t as far as we can go w ithout addressing your spec
ific needs. A useful th ing  for you to do at this point is to talk  with the 
folks who have been there before or who can provide equ ipm ent and 
software to help with your problem s. For this reason we have asked a 
variety of com pu ter users and vendors to share with us w hat they are d o 
ing. In add ition  to the exhibits on display in room  206 th roughou t the 
R oad School, there will be some special sessions on a range of com puter- 
related  topics accord ing  to the following schedule. W e hope tha t you 
find the exhibit and  sessions useful and inform ative.

70TH  A N N U A L PURDUE ROAD SC H O O L 
Special C om puter Sessions 

(R oom  206)
Tuesday, M arch 6

4:00 pm  — MHM Associates, Inc. South Bend, In d iana  
M. (Jerry) M ohajeri; President

5:00 pm  —Schneider Engineering Corp. Indianapolis, Ind iana  
L arry  A rth ing ton ; Sales M anager 

7:00 pm  —Panel Discussion: T he Pitfalls of 
C om puterization

Jeff R. W right; Purdue (m oderator)
John  H. Allen; President Econoware

Boulder, Colorado
M ark W . Coe; President C T  Technologies
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T om  M cM ahon; President CCST
Incorporated  
C annon Falls, 
M innesota

Harvey Lis; P resident VL Systems, Inc.
Irvine, C alifornia

W ednesday, M arch 7

10:00 am  —T h e Right A m ount of Technology
Harvey Lis; President, VL Systems, Inc.

11:00 am  —B ernard in  L ochm ueller & Associates, Inc. Evansville, 
Ind iana
Keith Lochm ueller; Principal 

3:00 pm  —V L Systems, Inc. Irvine, C alifornia 
Harvey Lis; President 
Bob M azziotti; P rog ram m er/A nalyst 

4:00 pm  —CCST Inco rpo rated  C annon Falls, M innesota 
Tom  M cM ahon; President 

5:00 pm  —Econoware Boulder, Colorado 
John  H. Allen; President 

7:00 pm  —Panel Discussion: W hat Lies Ahead?
Jeff R. W right P urdue (m oderator)
John  H. Allen Econoware
Keith Lochm ueller B ernard in  L ochm ueller & 

Assoc.
T om  M cM ahon CCST, Inc.
Jerry  M ohajeri MHM Associates, Inc.
Harvey Lis VL Systems, Inc.


