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Part I.  Executive Overview

Background

The Clinger-Cohen Act of 1996 and the Office of Management and Budget (OMB) Capital Programming Guide require reviews of information technology (IT) investments to ensure they are functioning effectively and satisfying customers’ needs.  In response to this legislation, VA developed Directive 6000, “ VA IRM Framework “.  This policy requires the Department’s Chief Information Officer (CIO) to conduct reviews of major IT investments.  In compliance with this policy and in support of the CIO, the Office of Information Resources Management (OIRM) conducted a post-implementation review of the Burial Operations Support System (BOSS).  

BOSS is a nationwide IT investment used by the National Cemetery System (NCS) to automate the administrative business processes of a cemetery.  These processes include the ability to establish a new case, i.e., record of burial, assign eligibility, track case history, delete duplicate cases, schedule a case, capture monument inscription data, authorize a case, edit an authorized case, print associated reports, and the access to a nation-wide grave locator.  The system was installed in all national cemetery administrative offices in FY 1994, and has been routinely updated to stay current with developing technologies.  System upgrades that will allow for growth of current applications and the addition of new ones are being planned for the future.  Appendix B provides a basic illustration of the current system architecture.  

Scope and Methodology 

An OIRM Post Implementation Review (PIR) team planned and coordinated the requirements and tasks associated with this review with the VACO National Cemetery System (NCS) staff.  The review concentrated on the following focus areas defined in OMB's Capital Programming Guide.  
· Customer/User satisfaction:  Users involvement with enhancing the IT investment; how well the user's business processes are supported; and the IT investment's performance. 

· Internal business:  Compliance with standards, maintenance of the system, and security issues.

· Strategic impact and effectiveness:  System impact and effectiveness, alignment with the Department's and NCS's mission goals, and cost savings.

· Innovation:  Workforce competency (training), use of advanced technology; and program quality. 

The information concerning these focus areas was collected through personal and telephone interviews with various NCS staff and users at five VA National Cemeteries, the Atlanta Area ADP Office and the Quantico Systems Integration Center.  The National Cemetery sites were selected based on their size (small, medium, large), level of involvement with/usage of the system, membership in the BOSS Review Committee (BRC), as well as their proximity to one another and VA Central Office.  The following National Cemetery sites were visited:

1.  Quantico, VA 


2.  Baltimore, MD 

3.  Long Island, NY 

  
4.  Calverton, NY 

5.  Jefferson Barracks, MO 

Prior to a site visit or telephone conference, a package containing specific questions was sent to the site point-of-contact (POC).  The POC ensured that the individuals selected by management to be interviewed received a copy of this package. 

Summary

BOSS was developed to automate a labor intensive manual paper process  associated with scheduling interments.  Customers were generally satisfied with the initial IT support and training they received and the functionality provided by the system.  Today, BOSS continues to be rated very high by the National Cemetery customer.  At the same time, however, as revealed during the review, many customers stated that training and user documentation have not kept pace with the many changes that have been made to the system since it was first installed.  Another concern for users was the system response time which slowed dramatically during the hours of peak usage.  In addition, a greater emphasis placed on computer literacy for both cemetery management and staff may result in improved job proficiency. 

Part II.  Findings and Recommendations

Introduction

The information contained in this section is based on BOSS documentation, and the results of personal and telephone interviews the PIR team conducted with the various BOSS users and IRM staff at several locations.  The 25 individuals interviewed represented a wide range of job functions:  office managers, cemetery representatives, cemetery directors, program clerks, claims clerks, developers/programmers, and management analysts.  Entrance briefings and exit interviews were also held with site management.

The findings in this report are grouped into the focus areas previously defined in Part I of this report.  The recommendations were either developed by the PIR team or were suggested by the user.

A.  Customer/User Satisfaction

1.  Finding:  Users are satisfied with the way BOSS supports their business processes.  BOSS has automated a tedious manual process that enables the user to electronically perform the administrative record keeping and information gathering associated with the day-to-day business operations of a cemetery.  It also provides immediate online customer support, especially for locating internment locations of loved ones,  provides error free Record of Internment (ROI) notices, and automatically processes forms associated with interments, monuments and grave locations.  During the interviews, the user continuously rated BOSS high, but felt that there was still room for improvement.

Recommendation:  NCS IT developers should continue to support the use of state-of-the-art technology and to work closely with the users to enhance/modify BOSS to support all cemetery business processes with IT.  An action plan should be developed that will outline the steps that the NCS developers will take to ensure that all outstanding requested enhancements and/or modifications to BOSS are implemented.

2.  Finding:  An effective BOSS Review Committee (BRC) has been established to process, select and prioritize system enhancements and/or modifications.  The BRC membership consists of selected cemetery staff that assist the NCS developers in determining the schedule for making system enhancements and/or modifications.  Each member of the committee serves for a two year period, then a new member is selected from another cemetery. 

Recommendation:  The number of members on the BRC should be expanded, and the membership should be opened to all cemetery staff.  Opening up membership would ensure a varied perspective of what system enhancements and/or modifications are important to the user.  More members would ensure expanded involvement in the decision process for making system enhancements and/or modifications. 

3.  Finding:  Usage of BOSS varies from cemetery to cemetery.  How efficiently and effectively BOSS was used at a cemetery often depended on the management of the cemetery, workload/activity or the involvement of the staff in the day-to-day administrative activities.  At some sites all functions of BOSS were used by all employees.  At other sites employees recorded information manually, and would input data into BOSS later.  At other sites, employees dealt only with specific areas of BOSS and were not aware of the entire system process or all of the activities supported with BOSS.

Recommendation:  The NCS VACO Program Office should establish standard cross training guidelines to ensure that all BOSS users are familiar with all business processes supported by BOSS.  Also, work with local cemetery management to establish and enforce procedures on the use of BOSS and eliminate, when not necessary, the use of manual recording of information.

4.  Finding:  Use of the on-line BOSS training system varies from site to site.  Some BOSS users utilized the on-line central training system on a regular basis.  Other users did not use it at all and preferred hands-on/on-the-job training.  Still others stated that time constraints due to workload and the system response time, made it impossible to use the training system on a regular basis, i.e., system functionality refresher or sustainment training. 

Recommendation:  The on-line system should be revised to present a less technical approach to learning BOSS.  The training package should include help screen functions that will direct the person to a specific function.  Access capabilities should be expanded to improve the response time. A more pro-active marketing campaign by the SIC staff to accent the benefits of the on-line system should be explored.

5.  Finding:  User documentation was generally not helpful or used.  Many of the BOSS users interviewed stated that the user documentation was too technical and did not provide them with the information necessary when they would reference the documentation for a specific problem/information.  

Recommendation:  The VACO program office and SIC staffs should  solicit the cemetery staffs input in developing a  "user-friendly" guide, then take immediate steps to provide a new guide written in easy to follow language.

B.  Internal Business

1.  Finding:  BOSS users followed a variety of procedures when (a) making suggested system enhancements/improvements; (b) or when resolving hardware and software problems.  

(a)  While a majority of the users interviewed were aware of and satisfied with the suggestion procedure for submitting system enhancements/modifications, some users were unaware that a standard suggestion procedure was available to them.  These users used other methods such as informing supervisors or technical personnel of their ideas. 

(b)  Standard procedures for reporting problems with hardware/software are not consistently followed per site and/or are not clearly understood by the cemetery staff.  At some of the cemeteries, personnel would call directly to the Systems Integration Center; others would call the Regional ADP support staff; and others would rely on a key person at the cemetery to handle their problem. 

Recommendation:  BOSS users should be made aware of the standard procedures for submitting system enhancements/modifications and for reporting problems with hardware/software.  More individuals per cemetery should be trained to provide technical and administrative support. 

2.  Finding:  Response time slowed in relationship to the number of people logged on to the system.  The majority of the sites visited were on the East Coast.  Interviewees noted that the system slowed considerably in the afternoon when all continental US sites were on-line.  Some users said that at times it was so bad that they were not sure if the system was down, and would call the SIC or the Regional ADP Office to see if the network was up.  Other comments were, “you could go out for a smoke, walk, lunch or coffee, comeback to your desk and the cursor would be in the same place”.

Recommendation:  The NCS SIC staff should take steps to determine the location of the telecommunications bottleneck.  This should be in conjunction with the OIRM IDCU staff (045B) and/or the Sprint staff in Martinsburg, WV.  

C.  Strategic Impact and Effectiveness

1.  Finding:  BOSS has automated most of the administrative business processes associated with the daily operations at a cemetery.  The automation of these business processes has resulted in better service to VA's customers, has reduced the errors associated with manual record keeping, and has made it possible to consolidate the administrative support functions which was not feasible under a manual system. 

Recommendation:  The NCS program office/SIC staffs should continue to explore ways to enhance BOSS technically (hardware/telecommunications) and to enhance the current system software to include all the business processing requirements or those business processing requirements unique to a specific cemetery. 

2.  Finding:  The National Cemetery System costs would be far greater than the current levels without BOSS.  BOSS has made it possible to reduce administrative staffs at the national cemeteries and to consolidate most of the business processing into 72 administrative centers.  Veteran's information, i.e., name, address, service related data, is entered once when a case is established and used throughout all of the components of BOSS, i.e., gravesite location and headstone/grave marker ordering. 

Recommendation:  The NCS program office/SIC staffs should continue to explore ways to reduce processing costs and to improve the online network supporting the national cemeteries.

D.  Innovation

1.  Finding:  The new Personal Computers and Windows 95 software had no significant impact on the use of BOSS.  Most employees who have received the new hardware/software reported that although the processing time is a bit quicker, i.e., screen entry to screen entry, there is no noticeable change or improvement in BOSS.  Others stated that they either did not know how to use the Windows 95 software, or they had no need to use it.

Recommendation:  In the future the installation of new hardware and software should be better planned.  Users not needing complete upgrades should be limited to either what is required to perform daily BOSS activities, or training should be provided to those users not familiar with the upgrade software.

2.  Finding:  Initial BOSS training was adequate to meet of the needs of the BOSS user; however, sustainment training has not kept up with many of the BOSS software changes.  Most users were generally satisfied with the quality of the introductory training provided by the SIC staff at the start of BOSS.  Since then, users stated that there has been next to zero on-site training, and that the on-line training system is not a viable replacement  for one-on-one training.

Recommendation:  A new training program should be initiated by the SIC staff with less on the technical and more emphasis on functionality.  Also, see the recommendation  for Finding 4 under A.  Customer/User Satisfaction.

3.  Finding:  Many of the BOSS users at the sites visited by the PIR team relied on one key person to handle their problems.  Successful processing at many of the cemeteries was due to the presence of one individual at the cemetery.  When many of the BOSS users were asked, “what do you do if you have a software/hardware problem,” the answer was, “I call the 'key person'”. 

Recommendation:  The NCS Program office and Cemetery management should take immediate steps to ensure more than one person has a complete knowledge of the entire BOSS system and procedures for processing hardware/software problems.  Cemetery management should ensure a rotation of job functions to familiarize their administrative staff with all of the BOSS functions.

4.  Finding:   Computer literacy varied at many of the sites visited by the PIR team.  The productivity of many of the interviewees was impacted because they lacked a working knowledge of the software packages provided with their personal computer (PC) and all the software functions provided with BOSS.  Many of the interviewees did not use the software packages provided with the newly upgraded personal computers because they have never been trained and/or their management did not feel it was necessary.   Also, many of the interviewees had specific administrative functions that only allowed them to use one or two of the screens in BOSS.  If one or two key people were out on any given day, these people were not adequately crossed trained to perform the functions of those people that were absent.

Recommendation:  The NCS Program office; 1) should assess the need for PC software packages in future procurements; and 2)  take immediate steps to ensure that the level of computer literacy is increased at each cemetery.   

Conclusion

NCS has established a BOSS Review Committee (BRC) responsible for reviewing, ranking, and submitting BOSS enhancements to the System Integration Center.  The BRC is comprised of six members representing a wide range of BOSS customers.  Many suggestions for enhancements have already been implemented and customers feel satisfied with this process.  NCS should continue its efforts to identify current and future business processes that could benefit from technology.  At the same time, ongoing training to promote and facilitate the use of technology should be given higher priority.

Part III.  Lessons Learned for Success

· Provide adequate technical training and support at each site to ensure sufficient knowledge and expertise.

· Provide refresher training when major enhancements and/or modifications are made to the system.

· Ensure that user documentation is written in plain English and is updated regularly to reflect the latest system changes.
· Survey users periodically to evaluate customer satisfaction during implementation and operation.

· Ensure that a wide variety of users participate in the decision-making process on system enhancements and/or modifications.

· Establish standard procedures for reporting hardware/software problems and ensure that these procedures are understood and followed consistently at each site.

Appendix A - BOSS Review Evaluations

BOSS Review Evaluations from:  Calverton (2), Jefferson Barracks (1), Long Island (2), and Quantico (2).  Ratings of the review team and comments are listed below.

Questions




 
Ratings Received

AVG.

1.  Were the objectives of the review clearly stated?
5
5
5
4
4
2
4
4.14

2.  Were the interview questions provided to you in sufficient time to prepare?
5
5
5
4
5
2
1
3.86

3.  Were the questions that were asked of you in the interview clearly stated?
5
5
5
4
5
3
4
4.43

4.  Was the interview conducted in a professional manner?
5
5
5
5
5
3
4
4.57

5.  Do you believe the review will produce some positive results?
5
5
4
4
5
3
1
3.86

6.  How would you rate the review team?
5
5
5
5
5
4
3
4.57







         Ratings based on a scale of 1 (low) to 5 (high).

Comments:

1.  Very professional.

2.  A pleasure to talk to.

3.  Easy to talk to.

4.  (Interview questions) faxed Mon., July 14, 1997, 9:00am (day before interview).

5.  I like the idea of survey the cemetery for its comments.
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