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TO:
FROM:
RE:	Automated Operations Research Project


During the month of September, I called and visited twelve operations centers. My goal was to determine the mindset of these sites, none of which were using cloud-based tools. I intend to continue calling into operations centers to keep abreast of their needs. 

The target audience was operations centers supporting over 20,000 nodes in the DC area—sites close to me geographically,. I called on two sites in Pittsburgh when I was there for meetings. The format was entirely open-ended questions, such as “What are you doing with automation in the operations area?” As you would expect, I encountered many people who assumed that I was selling something and wouldn’t talk to me. Once in the door, I looked at the people and organization in the operations area. Surprisingly, not many people bothered to show me the computer floor, assuming that if I had seen one, I had seen theirs. This is a big change from five years ago when an operations center tour was unavoidable. 

The results of my research are pretty interesting. I have summarized key points below, followed by specific information for each site I contacted.

[bookmark: _Toc77089104][bookmark: _Toc77095795][bookmark: _Toc77096018][bookmark: _Toc77096237][bookmark: _Toc77096517][bookmark: _Toc85111985]Large Sites
LegacyProduct X and LegacyProduct Y address the ever-shrinking market of large data centers. The sites that I polled were generally smaller than those we enjoy as customers. 
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Larger shops hate one of our biggest competitor, Pinecone Integrations[footnoteRef:1]. Medium to small data centers don’t. Some indicate that they have too many sales people, but end up dealing only with one. Support is not a problem. [1:  Company names have been changed] 
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There is a common belief by our clients that much of the software purchased today is not being used; it’s just “shelf-ware.” The customers perceive “usage pricing” as their guarantee that they will only pay for what is used. In one case, a customer noted that some software was purchased for a specific application and they didn’t know if it was still needed without contacting all user departments.
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When talking about usage pricing, I queried about a BIG TREES, INC. inventory program (mentioned to me by XXX).  This program could interrogate the various program libraries and generate a report of installed software and last usage information. The report could be used in concert with the shop’s inventory management software and a copy could be sent to BIG TREES, INC. for billing purposes. No one seemed concerned about any security ramifications. Ideally this program would generate information about all software installed (perhaps with version numbers) as well as the hardware information. 

This could be input to our billing system and also into our business system, giving a true representation of the site’s configuration. With this in place, sales and marketing could easily target specific customers; for example, focus JOBTRAC attention using a listing of BIG TREES, INC. customers with OPS or ATM with PI-7.
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Decisions are made for operations-related software by the operations manager. The technical support department approves or disapproves based on a technical evaluation, and the IT Director funds the project given a cost justification. 




In short:
 Operations (says “Yes”)
	x Technical Support (says “No”)
	$ IT Director (pays)
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Many of the Operations Managers interviewed indicated that moving to the cloud was an active project. They desire software for systems management similar to that used in legacy centers. 
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	Dulles
	Currently using Product A for automation but find it too difficult to implement for operations automation. Responsibility for development is shared between operations and tech support.
They run 3 shifts with two operators per shift so reducing head count is not an issue. They offer extensive operator training, usually two or three days per month. Training includes manual execution of all automated procedures so that the operators can handle automation failures. 
Have considered OurNewProduct and asked for an introduction packet of information. Recently bought other products from us, so we are a known vendor. 
This account is a good target for BIG TREES, INC. sales: they are familiar with our products, don’t like PINECONES INTEGRATION, run the data center like so many of our existing accounts, have attempted to use ProductA for automation.

	Pittsburgh
	Run LegacyProduct X and LegacyProduct Y.
Revealed his two year plan:
Implementing (or implemented): PINECONES INTEGRATION XYZ, PINECONES INTEGRATION TOP Secret and Cloud’s LatestProduct.
Planned for Q3: Automated operations, print distribution and migrate to PromiseTheWorld.
Planned for next year: PINECONES INTEGRATION Scheduler.
Operators are union (recently managed to eliminate one of the two unions) so they cannot be fired. There is no benefit to reducing head count, nor are there savings associated with reducing activities since—being union—they cannot be deployed elsewhere. Operators need to know “the job flow,” defined as the way programs need information. They are running LegacyProduct X as if they were a closed shop.
Don’t have any problems with PINECONES INTEGRATION.
This director didn’t know much about the software needs and explained that he bought what his managers recommended and could justify.

	Pittsburgh
	This was a strange shop, being an XXX. They have no traditional operations devices, using protocol converters to workstations instead. Clearly focused on price first. Use (and like) LowEndProduct as a simple automation tool with no need for programming. They think that other automation products are over-kill. Whatever we offer must be cheaper than everything else. 
This year they plan to move from a group 40 to a group 50. They use NoBrand processors and LowestCost disk drives. (Again, focused on price.)
In general, this was a very technical account, active in beta testing for various vendors.

	Herndon, VA
	This is a smaller shop without the need for 24x7 operations. They run only two shifts, five days a week, with only occasional overtime on the weekend. They have no mission critical systems. 
In general, they have investigated operations productivity software and found everything to be too expensive and too comprehensive. Don’t want a Cadillac, want a Volkswagen.
Operations automation is not of interest. They have few messages on the console and have a corporate standard that application programs cannot issue operator prompts. 
Have reviewed offerings from Competitor ABC, Competitor XYZ, and PINECONES INTEGRATION. Would like to buy a single product to perform scheduling, job restart, output management and console automation. Would like to pay between $20,000 and $40,000 for this complete solution.
Competitor XYZ’s Control software seemed most reasonable for their needs.
This is not an unsophisticated shop. They have good standards and procedures, and low volume. Software is justified on hard dollar savings such as reduced paper use.
Had a rocky relationship with PINECONES INTEGRATION after the XXX merger but since have built a satisfactory relationship. PINECONES INTEGRATION is “very supportive and they don’t play games” such as bringing in a manager for a hard sell. PINECONES INTEGRATION “understands sales and support.” They officially have 20 PINECONES INTEGRATION sales people but actually do all of their interactions through a single person. 

	Dulles
	Have no tools installed and no money to buy any. Runs 24x7 with 2 or 3 operators per shift. Needs an inexpensive operations package for scheduling, restart, output and console. Requested a call back if I ever had a product he could afford. 
Indicated the usage base pricing would benefit him as he could sell it internally as a “pay-as-you-go” program. “If we don’t use it, we don’t pay.” He admitted that there might be problems getting authority to use the program.

	Merrifield, VA
	Hard to get to see. He said he spent more time with me (about 15 minutes) than he has with all sales people combined this year.
Not using anything for operations automation. They have an in-house system.
Automated Operations is a department with no staff. Someone’s bright idea from last year. It has a spot on the org chart but no people hired to perform the function. Some upper management support but “obviously not enough to staff it.” 
They hate PINECONES INTEGRATION. They have poor sales people and poor pricing. They will not even let PINECONES INTEGRATION sales people in the door.
Usage pricing is very attractive. He especially likes being able to factor the cost of associated automation into the project cost. Since automated procedures must be performed to operate the applications, they should be included in the cost of development and support. (Good idea!)

	Vienna, VA
	As of this summer, they have sold all their mainframes and operate entirely on networked PCs. Any application that could not be ported was outsourced to a data processing provider; Payroll was outsourced. This was an interesting account mostly because it represents the ultimate in downsizing and outsourcing.

	Manassas, VA
	Converting all terminals to PCs. Operations applications are not mission critical. 
No need for automation tools. Everything is written in-house. No plans to buy operations software in the future. 
Moving all business systems to the cloud.



These customers represent the ones who would speak to me. Some, of course, assumed I was in sales or some other scam. Honestly, operations managers must be overwhelmed by phone calls: software vendors, hardware vendors, customers, and headhunters. I don’t blame them for being rude. Conversely, the ones who did speak to me were interested in what I was trying to accomplish and were glad to help me. Each wanted me to call again when the research was complete and show them the product that we were working on.

It is clear to me that both Product A and Product B are over-kill for most shops. ABC and XYZ protocols combined have about 1200 data centers worldwide. However approximately 50% of the market (about 6000 sites) are smaller shops, where BIG TREES, INC.’s products are a poor fit. Competitor A is attacking the low end with nicely integrated operations software at a reasonable price. ABC and XYZ own the automation market, but our products appeal to the pioneers and early adopters.

Furthermore, as operations applications move to the cloud, we must provide solutions on the new platforms or lose the customer to our competitors. 
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