INTE&RATED MANUFACTURING

SYSTEMS INTE&RATORS
PUT IT ALL TO&ETHER
The systems approach to manufacturing problem-solving has not only created
a wliole new profession, it has also given industry a way to truly phenomenal
leaps in productivity. Systems inte8rators do this by being students and
masters of complexity. Their task 1s to integrate - put it all together.
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be willing to become partners in your
project's success," Rucker adds.
"In order for you to establish this type
of relationship, there must also be a
personality fit. After all, an integration
project will take months, if not years, to
complete. Thus, there is a lot to be said
for liking your counterpart.
"Finally, you should select a systems
integrator with the same expectations
about quality as you have. The level of
quality you require in your own organi
zation should not be difficult for your
systems integrator to achieve. When in
doubt, ask about your integrator's qual
ity program. If you don't get a satis
factory answer, look elsewhere.
"The requirements should, of course,
go hand in hand with other, more tradi
tional selection criteria. Your systems
integrator should have a solid reputa
tion within your industry and the ability
to staff your project with top-notch pro
fessionals. Likewise, the integrator
should not have a bias toward any par
ticular hardware or software products.
Simply speaking, an integrator is not a
vendor of equipment.
"In fact, a good systems integrator
serves as an extension of your organi
zation, looking out for your best interest
in meeting the overall objectives and
expectations of your project," Rucker
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So, what is this new profession? How
is it defined? Sometimes it seems that
every company in the country is claim
ing the title of systems integrator.
"In our view, systems integration is
connecting production equipment, mate
rial handling systems, data collection
tools, networks, software and computer
hardware into a unified system that al
lows the manufacturer to have better
control of his operations," says Gregory
A. Miller, president, Symix Computer
Systems Inc. of Columbus, Ohio.
What about a mid-sized manufactur
ing company?
"Because the mid-sized manufacturer
can't afford the time or cost of complex,
custom solutions, we have focused our
efforts on developing integration tool
kits. These toolkits consist of products
that simplify the integration process,
such as good on-line file conversion util
ities and the best communications pack
ages available," says Miller.
"The strategy is to use the toolkits to
integrate a range of applications, includ
ing electronic data interchange IEDII,
computer-aided design ICADI, cell con
trol and statistical process control.
"For example, our clients told us
about their needto fully implement elec
tronic data interchange. In response, we
developed a flexible EDI toolkit that en
ables our clients' customers to transmit
releases and new purchase orders elec
tronically to the clients' business sys
tem. The resulting benefits to the manu
facturer are reduced lead times and the
ability to operate more efficiently,"
Symix's Miller explains.
Choosing a firm to handle a systems
integration project requires careful
planning and consideration of a variety
of critical issues,
"First, hire for industry experience,"
advises Kenneth M. Arnold, chairman,
Datalogix International, Inc. "Ask pro
spective vendors about their experience
in your industry. Try to find an integra
tor who is well versed in the business
issues that you are trying to address.
There are firms that specialize in each of
the important 'verticals' and bring valu
able experience to the table. This will
save you time and money, and increase
your chances for success. The vendor
should also be in a firm that is targeted
at projects of about the same general

dollar size as your project.
"Every systems integrator has a pre
ferred deal size. If your project falls
below this range, you may not get the
'top of mind' attention needed for
success. An additional consideration
with respect to the vendor's size is that
the vendor must be able to provide the
required resources without having to
hire new personnel. Your project
should not be such a large portion of
the integrator's business that it will tie
up the entire company so that if they
acquired another project of equal size,
you would end up with all new people,"
Arnold says.
"You will also want to avoid firms
with a conflict of interest. Ask your pro
spective vendors to tell you in writing
whether they have an equity interest in
the product that they will be supplying
or recommending. Ask them to disclose
any sales fees that they receive from
other vendors for products that you buy
on their recommendation. Then,
negotiate payments based upon
success. A substantial portion of the
fees that you pay to your integrator
should be tied directly to realization
of the project's goals. If you pay on any
other basis, your vendor will have
different objectives than you.
"After the field has been narrowed to
one or two firms, it is essential that
you interview the project manager. Be
sure that you understand who will
actually be managing the project on a
daily basis. Top project managers are
the rarest and most valued people in
the integration business and your
choice of a project manager will
affect the success of the project in a
big way," says Arnold.
"Carefully review the proposed work
plan for a couple of key issues. One,
that the work plan fully integrates
all the subcontractors in a way that
gives you a feel for the detail of the
project, and, two, that the process
is laid out in enough detail for you to
feel comfortable that the integrator
has a clear understanding of all the
steps.
"Be sure the integrator has experi
ence working with the subcontractors,
and meet them also. Finally, check refer
ences. Be thorough and talk with several
people at each reference account pro
vided. Try to visit one or two customer
sites. Expect these references to be in
your industry if the proposed
integrator claims to have industry
experience/ Arnold advises.

