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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

HR LINK$, once fully implemented, will provide Department of Veterans Affairs employees and managers with an automated state-of-the-art human resources and payroll (HR/P) system that allows transaction processing to be performed at the lowest appropriate level.  In conjunction with a Shared Service Center (SSC) that provides employees and managers with a centralized response to HR/P questions and transaction processing, HR LINK$ will completely streamline VA’s HR/P service delivery.

Several major actions or decisions caused the HR LINK$ project office to re-direct its development strategy, reassess deliverables, make schedule modifications and compute new funding requirements.  These major actions or decisions included:

· The decision to shift the project’s focus from a system replacement to an entirely new delivery system which:

· reflected a new business concept;

· included the establishment of a Shared Service Center (SSC); and

· included the acquisition and/or development and integration of a number of custom and COTS technologies.

· Recognizing that there was a need to deploy the SSC's call center technology to all SSC employees instead of only the Customer Service Representatives (CSR);

· The need to conduct two unplanned upgrades to the PeopleSoft application;

· The decision to change the requirement for the "Reporting Environment";

· Responding to internal issues, i.e., approval by the Secretary on the SSC location, extended union negotiations; 

· The decision to change the implementation strategy from one large deployment to VA, to incrementally deploying the technologies as they were developed and tested.  This resulted in 5 roll outs versus the initial plan of one; and

· The Y2K requirement to test systems and applications to be prototyped versus the initial agreement of testing only those in production.

The HR LINK$ project office is pioneering a major VA project that cuts across all department organizations and completely re-engineers a number of established business practices.  The complications inherent in meeting both of these challenges have caused some communication problems and resulted in some confusion between the project office and its customers, partners and stakeholders.

In October 1999, the Department's Chief Information Officer (CIO) directed staff from IRM Planning and Acquisitions Service (IRMPAS) to conduct an In-Process Review (IPR) on the HR LINK$ initiative.  The IRMPAS staff was directed to concentrate on the 1) customer's acceptance of the system and their concerns, 2) operational and technical infrastructure issues, and 3) departmental impact.  The information collected under these three categories was obtained

i

via interviews with customers, and the project office's partners and stakeholders.  Documentation provided by either the project office or collected separately by the review team also provided additional information.

The following provides a summary of the various concerns and issues raised during the interviews or from reviewing the documentation for each category of the review.  The details for each of these concerns or issues are contained in Section 2.0, Findings and Recommendations of this report.

Customer Acceptance:

The review team found that the majority of customers understood the benefits of the system, and praised the new technology.  The review team identified six areas of concern raised by the customers during the individual interviews.

· Computer literacy and training: Managers and supervisors felt many of their employees might not have the computer skill level needed to operate a personal computer.  They wanted to know how their employees were going to get the appropriate training.

· Customer access to HR LINK$: Customers expressed concern about having sufficient access to HR LINK$ and the applications they will need to process their personnel needs.  Research by the review team discovered that a majority of VA's employees would not have immediate access to a PC.

· Dissemination of HR LINK$ information to all levels: Many customers felt that they were not sufficiently informed or updated when plans or activities changed.  Each station had a person designated as the station's point of contact (POC) for HR LINK$ activities, but the POC did not always conveyed information to all levels within the station. 

· HR/P staffing reductions: HR/P staff felt that staffing levels should be maintained to ensure appropriate coverage during a transition phase.  Premature staff reduction has had an immediate and negative impact and has caused HR/P employees to seek employment elsewhere before the staffing levels are finalized.
· Understating project complexity and cost: Customers and technical staffs stated that they felt the project office had been overly aggressive in its estimates for the time required to integrate VA and COTS technologies and overly optimistic concerning the costs associated with this integration. 

· Application testing: Customers and stakeholders expressed a concern over testing on the HR LINK$ applications.  The review team researched their different issues thoroughly and the results of this research are outlined in Section 2.0, Findings and Recommendations.

ii

Operational and Technical Infrastructure

The review team documented three technical areas of concern through interviews with technical and project office staff.  These three areas should be resolved as quickly as possible.

· Local area network capacity:  Almost every customer that was interviewed complained about the slow response time of the system.  As a case in point, the review team witnessed the Coho functionality stop processing halfway through a demonstration.  The PC froze which required the operator to reboot the system to continue.  This concern does not reflect an action item for the project office.  It speaks to a VA-wide telecommunications capacity problem.

· Personal computer configurations varied:  The review team found that many of the personal computers were not configured the same within a given field station, let alone between stations, Administrations, and staff offices.  The project office’s customized software must be modified to accommodate each different processing platform.  National Cemetery Administration (NCA) facilities upgraded their field station personnel computers (PCs) two years ago.  Veteran Health Administration (VHA) and Veterans Benefits Administration (VBA) are taking steps to bring their field station PCs to HR LINK$ requirements.

· System maintenance and troubleshooting could be a nightmare:  HR LINK$ is supported by multiple software and hardware platforms.  Appendix E outlines the Production Processing Architecture as of November 1999.  The multiple levels of hardware and software clearly illustrate why troubleshooting a problem may be difficult.
Departmental Impact

The team documented two departmental findings.  These findings reflect the need for more cooperation and standardization among VA organizations.

· VA organizations do not always share IT decisions:  VA organizations have made IT decisions that impacted HR LINK$ development (by adding new requirements) but did not coordinate these decisions with the HR LINK$ project office.  When the project office learned of these decisions after the fact, it had little time to react.  Even when the project office was informed of an IT decision in a timely manner, the requirement to respond to that decision created additional, unscheduled work.  For instance, the project office was required to re-certify the HR LINK$ product on a newer release, just after certifying on an older release. The HR LINK$ program manager stated, "Keeping up with the latest version of office software is an ongoing problem with this project.  Just when we get our products certified on the latest version, another version comes out."
· Different PC operating platforms used:  The basic PC configuration required by HR LINK$ is a Pentium II processor with Internet Explore 4.0, and using either Windows 95/98 or NT as an operating system.  The project office discovered that even at the station level, the PC platforms were not always standard, and that many of the PCs used by the stations were running on 386 and 486 processors and using Windows software released prior to Windows 95.  (Adding to this problem, one organization is already installing Windows 2000.)

iii

Specific recommendations and additional facts and information related to each finding are contained in the following sections of this report. 

Conclusion

Over the next two years, management from the various VA organizations and the HR LINK$ project office will need to take major steps to ensure the successful delivery of this IT investment.  Management from VA organizations must commit the necessary resources and take a more active role in preparing their staffs to use the project’s functions. 

The HR LINK$ project office management must:

· Communicate more effectively with VA organizations;

· Be more responsive to concerns and recommendations made by customers, partners, and stakeholders;

· Develop new deliverables and less aggressive timetables that consider system scalability and integration issues; and

· Continuously update the new timetables and deliverables to reflect current progress.

All VA organizations will need to participate in developing an updated strategy for dealing with technical IT issues that cut across organizational boundaries, and foster better partnerships with each other for all IT development. 

VA developers should apply many of these actions not only to this IT initiative, but to other IT initiatives being developed within VA today as well as those IT initiatives developed in the future.  As VA organizations share resources and lessons learned, they will reduce the costs of future IT initiatives and eliminate the need for each VA organization to re-invent the development process each time a new IT investment cuts across organizational boundaries.

iv
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1.0 INTRODUCTION

The HR LINK$ Information Technology (IT)

investment, when fully implemented will replace antiquated Human Resources (HR) and Payroll (P) systems.  This new IT investment will provide the Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) with state-of-the-art automated HR/P services.  This is being accomplished through the integration of custom-designed and commercial-off-the-shelf technologies (COTS), reengineering the way the VA's HR/P business is performed by pushing transaction processing to the lowest appropriate level, leveraging technology to the fullest extent, and consolidating information and transaction processing at a single service center.

In response to the growing cost of the project and several schedule modifications, the Department's Chief Information Officer (CIO) directed staff from IRM Planning and Acquisitions Service (IRMPAS) to conduct an in process review (IPR).  The team was directed to concentrate on customer's acceptance and operational and technical infrastructure, and to analyze planned versus actual progress to date.  At the same time the National Academy of Public Administration (NAPA) was contracted by the project office to conduct a separate IPR on the HR LINK$ initiative.  The NAPA staff was tasked to review the return on investment for HR LINK$, and to evaluate the adequacy of the project's benefit-cost analysis model.

This document contains the results of the IRPAS review.  The NAPA report is available under separate cover.

1.1 Background

In 1992, a special VA task force recommended replacement of VA's payroll system with a COTS product.  A contractor and VA personnel conducted a follow-up review in 1994 and reconfirmed the decision reached in 1992.  VA management and the Office of Management and Budget approved this replacement in 1992, but funding was not released until Fiscal Year (FY) 1995.  By the end of FY 1996, the project team made recommendations on transforming HR/P business processes in VA.  A new HR/P concept of operations was developed that would reengineer HR/P processing, streamline service delivery through reduced administrative paperwork, provide for greater involvement of managers, and allow selected self-servicing for employees.  The Veterans Health Administration (VHA), the Veterans Benefits Administration (VBA), and the National Cemetery Administration (NCA) endorsed this major strategy change and project redirection.  In July 1996, the Secretary gave final approval to the expanded scope now known as HR LINK$.

The centerpiece of the HR LINK$ concept is a delivery system that allows VA employees and managers to access or change their personnel benefits information and to initiate personnel actions.  This will be accomplished through the use of employees’ desktop computers or common use personal computers located in designated areas that are accessible to all station personnel.  Employees may also access the system by calling an "800" number from a touch-tone phone to use an employee self service Interactive Voice Response (IVR) functionality.  In conjunction with the development of HR LINK$, the routine transactional and information activities that take place VA-wide on a daily basis were consolidated into a single Shared Service Center (SSC).  The SSC was selected because it gave VA the opportunity to consolidate HR/P support, improve customer service and reduce costs by centralizing routine transaction and information processing and thereby reducing HR/P personnel resources at VA sites conducting the same work at all VA sites.

VA procured PeopleSoft's Federal Human Resources Management System (HRMS) to replace VA's antiquated HR/P systems.  The HRMS automates a majority of the paper- and labor-intensive manual HR/P functions currently in VA.  VA also acquired additional information technologies: Coho, a position classification expert system, and Coho Casting, an expert system for internal recruitment, to supplement the PeopleSoft's HRMS.  Even after the procurement of these software packages, the project office also developed two self service applications, an interactive voice response system, and a web enabled desktop application that interfaces with PeopleSoft and the other expert systems as well as performs self service transaction processing.  These technologies, once fully implemented VA-wide, will provide employees and managers with an automated state-of-the-art HR/P information technology system based on modern human resource management and payroll business practices.  

Since FY 1997, the HRMS and supporting information technologies have been undergoing development and/or implementation for use by VA.  The components of HR LINK$, summarized below, have either been deployed VA-wide or are still being tested and developed for future deployment.  The SSC has been operational since March 1998 and is providing HR/P customer service on an average of about 1200 assisted and unassisted calls per workday.




Component
Status

Coho – Supports position classification
Desktop version began rollout September 1999.  Production VA-wide is scheduled to conclude in May 2000.




Coho Casting – Supports recruitment activities
In development and testing.  Prototype and rollout will be determined at a later date.




Employee Self Service (ESS) -  Supports online personal information updates & queries
Rollout of the IVR and SSC was concluded November 1999 for all VA sites except VACO.  Production rollout VA-wide was concluded in February 2000.




Manager Self Service (MSS) – Supports online personnel actions and updates
In testing.  Prototype and rollout dates to be determined later. 




Kiosks – Supporting EES functionality via touch screen technology.  
Tested at selected sites.  Based on the prototype results, project management recommended that the kiosk application not be deployed.  However, the employee self-service design requirements used to build the kiosks were used to develop the web-enabled desktop application.




Interactive Voice Response (IVR)
Deployed at all VA sites, February 2000.  Feb. 2000 statistics show an average daily call rate of around 1500 with 32% of these being PIN related processes. 




Payroll – Supports all functions
In development and testing.  Prototype scheduled to begin January 2001.




Access Points 
Established to support FTE who are not assigned a personal computer (PC).  Completed Feb. 2000, with VA-wide deployment of the ESS functionality.




Shared Service Center – Located in Topeka, KS
Staff is supporting HR/P functions in production and on a limited basis to functions in prototype.

1.2 Scope and Methodology

A review team, consisting of members from the Office of Policy and Program Assistance (045A) and the Office of Telecommunications (045B), conducted interviews with personnel at the following sites or offices:

· Office of Financial Management Systems – VACO (Original prototype site)

· Samuel S. Stratton VA Medical Center – Albany, NY (Original prototype site)

· Shared Service Center – Topeka, KS

· Austin Automation Center – Austin, TX (Original prototype site & the location of the majority of the HR LINK$ applications and technology)

· Financial Services Center – Austin, TX (Original prototype site)

· VHA Chief Information Office – VACO

· VA Regional Office – Denver, CO (Prototype site added 1/99)

· National Cemetery Administration VACO  (Original prototype site)

These interviews, survey results and the documentation provided by the HR LINK$ project office provided the review team with the information necessary to assess the customer's acceptance of HR LINK$, the operational and technical infrastructure, and to identify additional Departmentwide issues and concerns.

1.3 Project Cost and Schedule

Based on information provided in capital investment proposals, acquisition requests and previously issued plans, the review team developed two tables, which are found in Appendices A and B.  The table in appendix A shows the cost of the project to date and projects the amount that will be needed to complete this initiative.  The projected total for completing HR LINK$ is based on previous development, testing and implementation history and the previous cost of these processes to date.  The table in appendix B shows the planned versus the actual schedule from 1995 to the projected completion date.  The information used to develop appendix B was provided by the project office.

2.0 FINDINGS & RECOMMENDATIONS

Many of the customers praised the technology HR LINK$ was introducing and understood the benefits the system will provide once fully implemented.  The review team divided its findings into three categories: a) customer's acceptance, b) operational and technical, and c) departmental impact.

The review team asked customers, including their supervisors and managers, what components of HR LINK$ they had used, whether they had encountered any problems, or if they had any concerns or issues they would like to discuss.  The team asked IT staff about the technical infrastructure supporting HR LINK$ and whether they had any technical issues that needed to be discussed.  Finally, the team asked stakeholders and partners if they had any concerns or issues that they would like to discuss.  Disclaimer:  The review team did not attempt to validate all of the problems, issues or concerns raised during the interviews.  The review team did, however, research several key issues raised during the interviews to determine the validity of those issues and to provide sufficient basis for its findings.

The following sections detail a number of the customer, stakeholder and partner concerns and issues.  Any of these might reduce the acceptance of HR LINK$ or cause some major problems after full implementation.  When appropriate, the review team has included additional background information findings and recommendations.

2.1 Customer's Acceptance

A. Finding:  Managers and supervisors worry about computer literacy and training.  Managers and supervisors felt many of their employees did not have the necessary knowledge level needed to operate a PC.  This concern regarding computer literacy was greater for managers of employees in the food preparation, laundry, housekeeping and maintenance operations. These managers were also concerned that they would be required to provide the required training to their staff.

During a demonstration of various HR LINK$ applications, the review team observed that HR LINK$ already has help screens built into the software that can assist an employee in determining the correct information to enter, and how to enter that information into the appropriate data fields.   These help screens appear to be adequate for showing even a person with limited computer skills how to use HR LINK$.  However, the review team still feels that it may be necessary for field stations to provide entry-level computer literacy training for managers and employees who lack sufficient computer knowledge and skills.  This training will help ensure total acceptance of HR LINK$.

Recommendation:  The Project Office, and the Administrations and Key Staff Offices need to continue to work together to ensure that adequate training is being provided, and to develop training tools, such as illustrated handbooks, to assist personal with limited compute skills in not only using HR LINK$, but for using a PC.  If possible, and where appropriate, the Administrations and Key Staff Offices should offer basic computer classes at field stations to accommodate large groups of employees seeking computer skills.  These training classes would provide employees with basic computer fundamentals, such as logging on and using a personal computer, using a Web page, and logging off a PC.

B. Finding:  Customer access to HR LINK$ maybe limited.  A review of FTE to access point PCs was conducted on VHA by VISN and on VBA by RO.  Appendix D outlines this information and provides a view of how access to HR LINK$ at VHA and VBA field stations might impact their employees.  A VHA spokesperson confirmed that a majority of the VHA FTE-- approximately 80%--would not have immediate access to a PC to use the desktop applications, or access to a touch-tone phone.  These employees would be required to go to an access point to use HR LINK$.  For example, as shown in Appendix C, page 1, VISN 1 has a total of 11,163 FTE as of 9/1/99.  Approximately 8,930 or 80% of these FTE will not have immediate access to a PC.  These FTE would be required to access the HR LINK$ applications through the use of a PC located in one of the 101 access points located at the 10 medical centers, or use the IVR functionality.   VISN 1 has ordered a total of 109 PCs to be housed in these 101 access points.

This is not the case for FTE in VBA Regional Offices (RO).  Most of these employees -- approximately 80% or more--have immediate access to either a PC or a touch-tone phone.  For example, as show in Appendix C, page 1, VBA's New York RO has 252 FTE.  Approximately 202 of these FTE will have access to a PC, and only 50 would be required to access the HR LINK$ applications through the use of a PC located in one of the 2 access points or use the IVR functionality.

The review team later learned that the number of access points, printers and PCs for each site was based on an agreement negotiated with the National American Federation of Government Employees (AFGE) union by the HR LINK$ project management as part of its implementation activities.  The AFGE formula was applied to all VA sites regardless of other union coverage based on agreements that the project office received from VHA and VBA.  Documentation provided by the HR LINK$ project office shows that an access point could house more than one personal computer, but for the most part, the ratio of access points to PCs throughout the VHA VISNs was almost one to one. 

Recommendation:  In order to ensure full acceptance of HR LINK$, the Administrations and Key Staff Offices should take steps to ensure that adequate access points, PCs and printers have been established at their field stations.  These would be used to accommodate those employees who do not have immediate access to a PC or to touch tone phone.  Once HR LINK$ has been implemented, the IRM staff at each facility should establish the capability for tracking PC usage contain in each access point and provide a quarterly usage report to the facility director.  The Director can use this report to determine the appropriate placement of each access point, whether it should be move to better accommodate an area with heavy usage, if it is needed at all, or additional access points are needed.

C. Finding:  Testing of HR LINK$ applications a major concern. Customers and stakeholders in many locations expressed a concern over the testing on the various HR LINK$ applications.  When the review team visited the Albany VAMC, customers to that point indicated that they had been only testing the Coho desktop application. While ESS was available through the use of a kiosk, only 2 of the 9 employees that were interviewed had actually used the ESS functionality and able to answer the specific questions raised by the review team.  ESS desktop functionality was installed in mid-December 1999.

VBA customers also felt that they had inadequate testing time.  Coho was installed, but they had not had time or reason to use the software, because VBA's position description templates had not yet been installed.  In addition, VBA employees were encountering processing errors when they attempted to input insurance related transactions while using the ESS functions.

Finally, the staff interviewed at the Financial Services Center (FSC) felt that they were debugging the Peoplesoft payroll application for the contractor/vendor.

The review team addressed these issues with the project office, which has insisted all along that they feel they are testing the applications thoroughly before releasing them for prototype testing or rolling them out for production use.

The review team learned during further research on this issue that Albany had participated in testing the ESS functionality, including IVR and the SSC capabilities.  This testing involved heavy use of the kiosk ESS functionality as well as the testing of the Coho application and that this testing had also been conducted over the last year at the different prototype sites.  

VBA management made a decision early on not to participate in the prototype testing of HR LINK$ at selected sites.  By the time VBA decided to become involved with this testing, the HR LINK$ project office was already making plans to roll out the tested applications.  In addition the review team learned that VBA management had also decided to populate the Coho database with VBA position description templates rather than allow VBA managers to develop position description from scratch (as the Coho application is set up and designed to do.)

Finally, through discussions with the project office the review team learned that the payroll application to be used by VA had not been provided to the FSC for testing.  The software that the FSC staff had referenced during the interviews was related work being conducted for the Federal Energy Regulator Commission's (FERC) PeopleSoft payroll HRMS application.  FERC has a payroll of around 1350 - 1400 FTE.  The review team determined that it is inappropriate to compare the two efforts at any point.

Recommendation:  The project office should continue to communicate the goals and objectives of each testing phase and the use of the prototype sites to their customers and stakeholders.  All stakeholders in turn must understand the goals and objectives of the testing phases and the use of the prototype sites in this process, and communicate back to the project office when they do not understand for clarification.  In addition, the Administrations and Key Staff Offices need to take an aggressive role in validating the application software at their prototype sites and staff at each prototype site should make sure the project office is fully aware of any software problems.

The Administrations and Staff Offices should also alert the project office of any problems once the application is rolled out at the their field sites.

D. Finding:  Project complexity and cost is under-estimated.   Many of the customers and technical staffs felt that the project office was overly aggressive in its schedule and cost estimates for integrating custom and COTS technologies.  The FSC interviewees felt the timeline projected by the project office for the payroll application needed to be extended for at least an additional six (6) months and maybe for as long as a year.

In addition, the review team identified problems with the completion on two (2) other HR LINK$ components, Coho Casting and MSS.  These applications have been delayed because of integration and scalability issues related to the expanded or modified application functionality.

The HR LINK$ development and implementation schedules were aggressive, and they have fallen behind schedule in some cases.  Planning and conceptual approval aside, efforts to replace VA HR/P functionality started in late 1996.  The human resources piece, in support of approximately 205,500 VA employees, was scheduled for completion in FY2000.  It is now scheduled for the end of FY2001.  Appendix B provides the current schedule projections.

There are also project cost overruns.  Initially, the project costs were estimated at $15,000,000, but that was when HR LINK$ was only a system replacement initiative and not an entirely new delivery system, reflecting a new business concept.   When the new delivery model concept was approved, the estimated cost was $111,800,000.  The project costs as of March 2000 are estimated at $130,600,000.   Appendix A summarizes the initial and new costs, plus provides an estimate of the additional spending requirements that will be needed to complete the project.

HR LINK$ is a large scale, enterprise-wide system, dealing with every risk element (e.g., politics, communication, competitive business pressures) imaginable.  Budget overruns and schedule delays are the norm for such projects.  In fact, “statistical data from metrics gurus such as Capers Jones, Howard Rubin, Paul Strassmann, and Larry Putnam, suggest that the average project is likely to be 6 to 12 months behind schedule and 50 to 100 percent over budget.  The situation varies depending on the size of the project and various other factors.”

For HR LINK$, delays and cost overruns are partially due to the complexity of integrating custom and COTS products and scaling them to an organization the size of VA.  Other factors include unforeseen requirements resulting from VA management’s major actions or decisions.  These actions and decisions required the HR LINK$ project office to re-direct its development strategy, reassess deliverables, make schedule modifications, and compute new funding requirements.  These major actions or decisions include:

· The decision to shift the project’s focus from a system replacement to an entirely new delivery system which:

· reflected a new business concept;

· included the establishment of a Shared Service Center (SSC); and

· included the acquisition and/or development and integration of a number of custom and COTS technologies.

· Recognizing that there was a need to deploy the SSC's call center technology to all SSC employees instead of only the Customer Service Representatives (CSR);

· The need to conduct two unplanned upgrades to the PeopleSoft application;

· The decision to change the requirement for the "Reporting Environment";

· Responding to internal issues, i.e., approval by the Secretary on the SSC location, extended union negotiations; 

· The decision to change the implementation strategy from one large deployment to VA, to incrementally deploying the technologies as they were developed and tested.  This resulted in 5 roll outs versus the initial plan of one; and

· The Y2K requirement to test systems and applications to be prototyped versus the initial agreement of testing only those in production.

Recommendation: The project office should review its current project schedule and make adjustments as necessary.  However, prior to making adjustments, the project office should meet with its technical partners, stakeholders, customers and developers, to discuss any updated schedule for remaining HR LINK$ components.

The project office continuously adjusts the development, implementation and testing timeframes for the various HR LINK$ applications still under development.  These adjustments are less aggressive and are more in line with customer projections and project requirements. Appendix B reflects these updated schedules as of March 2000.

E. Finding:  Reduction in HR/P staffing and the impact of HR LINK$ on employee morale is a major concern.  The HR/P staffs at the Albany Medical Center stated that they felt that any reduction in staffing or even discussions about the reduction of staffing should occur after HR LINK$ is fully implemented and operational for a period of time.  When the original announcement was made that HR LINK$ was going to be implemented in Albany, many HR/P staff began seeking transfers or quit VA even before the implementation of certain HR LINK$ applications.  Other customers that were interviewed questioned whether the SSC staff would be able to achieve the appropriate expertise level to handle the initial HR/P requirements after implementation of the HR/P applications, and felt it necessary to maintain a transition period before taking additional FTE reductions.  Some managers questioned the need to announce when the HR LINK$ applications would be rolled out at their station, because they worried about the impact these announcements would have on their employees. 

In reference to prematurely announcing the arrival of HR LINK$ applications at a medical center, a senior VHA manager observed, "Three years ago a similar pronouncement went out to all VA (Referencing a recent White Paper dated March 2000 and issued by the HR LINK$ project office.).  At least in VHA the announcement had an immediate and negative impact.  Many human resource and payroll staff began seeking other jobs.  The identification of completion dates of remaining components may generate another round of transfers and decrease morale.  For these reasons I do not see a need to release the document at this time.  When prototypes have been developed and testing has progressed to a point that we can make an educated and informed estimate of a roll out date, then we should notify all concerned parties."  (Quoted from an e-mail message dated 3/30/2000.)

When VISN 2 received the announcement three years ago, Albany's human resources staff dropped from 23 FTE to 9 FTE and the payroll staff dropped from 6 FTE positions to 2 FTE.  These changes occurred by October 1999.  The full implementation of HR LINK$ will not occur until sometime in late FY 2001 or early 2002.  Until then, the understaffed Albany medical center HR/P staff will have to support the various functionalities not supported by HR LINK$.

Other customers questioned whether the SSC staff would achieve the expertise and staffing levels needed to immediately support all of the HR requirements.

Recommendation: The Administrations and Key Staff Offices should reconsider any reductions in HR/P staffing until HR LINK$ applications are fully implemented and operational for a period of time.  Reduction in staff should not occur prior to the implementation of HR LINK$, but afterwards to ensure a smooth transition period. This recommendation is based on information collected during interviews and documentation provided from various sources.

F. Finding: HR LINK$ information is not always shared at the appropriate levels.   Many customers stated that they weren't always informed of planned activities or updated when plans changed.  For example, the project office scheduled implementation of the desktop ESS functionality at the Albany VAMC for October 1999.  At the time of the review team’s site visit in November 1999, the rollout had not taken place. The customers interviewed had not been told the reasons for the delay or the new planned rollout date.

The review team found that an individual at each field station was designated as the station's point of contact (POC) or coordinator for HR LINK$ activities.  Although the POC had received the current information, the identified individuals had not always disseminated the information to other station personnel in an effective or timely manner.

Recommendation:  The Administrations and Key Staff Offices should aggressively ensure that all the information on HR LINK$ issued by the project office, is disseminated to the affected staff and management officials or all employees, as appropriate.

2.2 Operational and Technical Infrastructure

The review team gathered information for this section from interviews with customers, technical staffs, documentation and the project office.  Since HR LINK$ is just starting to roll out VA-wide, and the customer base is still small, it is important that these concerns or problems are resolved as quickly as possible.

A.  Finding:  The capacity of the local area networks may impact HR LINK$.  Almost every customer complained either about slow response time, the system hanging up, or daily system down time.  One customer said that it didn't make a difference when they tried to log onto the system, it was always slow.  The Director of HR at the Albany VAMC attempted to demonstrate the Coho software functionality to the review team, but halfway through the demonstration, everything stopped.  He had to reboot his system.  These problems could be due to problems in the overall system, deficiencies in the wide area network (WAN) or local systems, local area networks (LANs) or any combination of the above.  

In order to determine the cause of some of these concerns, the review team conducted further research into the various telecommunications problems being experienced by the staff at Albany.  This research uncovered the following information:

· In late March 1999, the Office of Resolution Management (ORM) contracted SRA, International, Inc., to assess performance issues within ORM's LAN and VA's WAN.  During this study, major problems were discovered in VA's WAN, including network congestion, degraded network reliability and a routing scheme that creates an unnecessary number of hops creating a long network path.  These factors cause lost data traffic and lengthen the transmission times of the customer's data packet.  SRA also found that the re-transmissions could also get lost, doubling the problem.

· During added interviews with some network specialists, the review team learned that some of the telecommunications problems blamed on HR LINK$ may be attributed to internal problems within a field station.  Some of the causes discussed included inadequate capacity to process all of the data requirements; inappropriate configurations or poorly configured networking of the local area LANs; and miscellaneous data traffic, suchas broadcast messages that cause the local network to appear to be busy. 

· The review team studied the latest progress report on each medical center in VISN 2, under VHA's Telecom Infrastructure Project (TIP)
.  As of the end of January 2000, all but two of the medical centers have achieved 100% of the telecommunications update requirements specified by the TIP.  Albany was only at 35% (average), which may be one reason for some of the telecommunications problems at this site.

· The review team obtained information on the system availability of HR LINK$ at both the SSC and the AAC.  Appendix C – Summary of System Availability, 9/27/1999 – 1/2/2000, shows that the HR LINK$ availability is well over 90% during this timeframe.  This information conflicts with customer-level complaints of daily system down time.

· VA organizations are aggressively expanding their telecommunications technologies to provide world class services to their customers.  The actions being taken by VA organizations will support the next generation of processing requirements to include increasing the WAN bandwidth to support processing of graphical and interactive applications.  At the same time, VA organizations are continuing to upgrade their telecommunications technologies at their field stations, through the execution of projects suchas VHA's Telecom Infrastructure Project, and VBA's upgrading of their benefits delivery network.
All indications are that the system response time problems experienced by some of the customers were not specific to HR LINK$, but a combination of problems.  For example at the time of the review team's site visit to the Albany medical center, Albany had not upgraded its network in accordance with the TIP schedule.

Recommendation: VA organizations should continue to upgrade their networks and take the necessary steps to ensure that their field stations are also taking the necessary actions to upgrade their LANs and their connection to the WAN.  All VA organizations should work together to develop a Department-wide strategy for continuously upgrading VA's networks by using innovative ways and high technology to provide world class service to VA's customers. 

B. Finding:  PC configurations varied from station to station.  Technical staffs and some customers indicated that unless their PC had a certain operating system configuration, HR LINK$ did not work on their PC.  The review team determined that this was true, but that the Administrations and Key Staff Offices had taken or were taking steps to resolve this issue. 

The basic PC configuration requirements required by HR LINK$ is a Pentium II processor with Internet Explorer 4.0, using either Windows 95/98 or NT.  The project office discovered that many of the field stations were still using PCs with 386 or 486 processors, and did not have Windows software.  While the review team did not research the status of all of VA's PCs, the team has learned that NCA took steps two years ago to upgrade their station PCs. Currently both VHA and VBA have funded projects that will upgrade or have upgraded or replace or have replaced those PCs not capable of processing HR LINK$ at their field stations. 

Recommendation:  The project office should continue to monitor the PCs being used by the VA organizations to ensure that they are upgraded, configured correctly and have the level of capacity to process HR LINK$ requirements.  When a field station has not configured their PCs, the project office needs to alert the responsible organization of this problem.

C. Finding:  System maintenance and trouble shooting could be a nightmare.  Operationally HR LINK$ is supported by multiple software packages and hardware platforms.  When an error occurs customers are unsure of whom they should call.  Some technical staffs feel that tracing a software, hardware, or network problem might be difficult, and VA cannot afford to have HR LINK$ down for an extended period.  Appendix E outlines the Production Process Architecture as of November 1999.  This appendix clearly shows the multiple hardware and software platforms and why troubleshooting a problem may be difficult.

Recommendation:  The project office should develop trouble-shooting and problem-solving guides and forward them to every field station prior to full system implementation.  This will ensure that technical staffs and customers know what to do and where to go when seeking assistance.

2.3 Departmental Impact
The information for this section was developed from interviews with HR LINK$ customers, the project office and technical staffs.  The findings do not necessarily require action by the project office.  They frequently reflect the need for enhanced cooperation throughout the Department.

a. Finding: VA Organizations do not always share IT decisions. The project office reported that it was not always involved in the separate IT decisions made by the Administrations and Key Staff Offices.  The project office often received information concerning these decisions second hand or after the fact.  This left the project office poorly prepared for the impact of the decision and with little time to respond to the new requirements.  The HR LINK$ Project Manager stated, "Keeping up with the latest version of office software is an ongoing problem with this project.  Just when we get our products certified on the latest version, another version comes out."

Recommendation:  Administrations and Key Staff Offices must involve the project office in all IT planning and acquisition activities.  When Administrations and Key Staff Offices decide to change the hardware and software configurations that support their organization's IT investments, they must involve the project office in all of the discussions leading up to this decision.

B. Finding: Different PC operating platforms used Department-wide.  The project office reported that one major area that has impacted HR LINK$ planning and development has been the different PC operating platforms being used by the VA organizations.  For example, the PCs in a medical center were not only on different platforms, but also they have different capacity levels, processing speeds, and are supported by different vendors.  The project office must be aware of these differences in order to customize HR LINK$ software to ensure appropriate security and to support the processing requirements.  Additionally, the organization might need to make recommended upgrades prior to system rollout.  Often compounding this problem is the eagerness of some VA organizations to install new technology.  For example, one organization is already moving to install Windows 2000, before some parts of VA have installed Windows 95/98.

Recommendation:  Considering how important it will be in the future for the department to have a standard PC platform, VA organizations need to develop and adhere to a department level strategic plan for handling operating platform changes.  This strategy should address both upward and downward capability and how future development of IT investments cutting across organizational boundaries should be handled. 

3.0 CONCLUSION

HR LINK$ is an IT investment that is replacing systems developed with 1960's and 1970's technology and moving VA to a new way of doing HR/P business processes.  This new IT investment, once fully implemented, will provide VA employees and managers with an automated state-of-the-art HR/P system based on modern human resource management and payroll business practices, and allow transaction processing to be performed at the lowest appropriate level.  HR LINK$ in conjunction with the SSC staff, provides VA employees and managers with a centralized response to HR/P questions and helps VA streamline its HR/P service delivery.

The project office should be commended for its efforts and work to date.  As the project progresses, both customers and stakeholders are expressing concerns that they feel may impede the successful implementation and VA-wide acceptance of HR LINK$.  The review team feels that the project office should initiate a proactive approach for:

· Changing customers' misconceptions;

· Communicating more effectively when updating stakeholders;

· Adopting more realistic schedules and implementation strategies;

· Making partners feel part of the process;

· Being more responsive to the concerns and recommendations of  customers and stakeholders; and

· Validating the accuracy of the information provided by Administrations and Key Staff Offices. 

The development of an IT investment, such as HR LINK$, that cuts across organizational boundaries, requires a great deal of Departmentwide cooperation and work.  While the project office has the primary responsibility for the planning, acquisition, development, and implementation of this IT investment, the VA Organizations must also provide their full support to assure success.

The support required of VA organizations to achieve full success include: 

· Ensuring that communications concerning HR LINK$ are disseminated to all staffing levels;

· Thoroughly testing each functionality of HR LINK$, communicating successes and failures promptly to the project office;

· Communicating all planned organizational IT changes in both hardware and software platforms to the project office; and

· Ensuring planned activities happen according to the schedule.

The review team feels that most of the findings outlined in this report apply to any major IT initiative.  This is especially true for initiatives that cut across organizational boundaries or redefine old business practices and processes.  The review team has presented and discussed some of these findings with the HR LINK$ project office, which has taken steps to find solutions.  The project office has submitted updated cost projections to the Department's CIO for approval, and has developed an updated schedule that reflects additional application testing and a new rollout schedule.  The review team acknowledges that there are some concerns that may impact or even delay HR LINK$, but over the next two years, the program office and the other VA organizations should be able to resolve the issues outlined in the report.  If not, the projected cost saving of HR LINK$ will not be realized.

Appendix A:
Summary of Costs and Projected Costs for to Project Completion
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Appendix B:
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APPENDIX C:
Summary of System Availability 
 
–9/27/1999 – 1/02/2000

9/27 - 10/03
9/27 – IVR operational 96.48%:  Other components operational 100%

9/28 -  All components operational 100%

9/29 – IVR operational 98.97%:   ESS operational 34.85%: Other components operational 100%

9/30 – 10/03 – All components operational 100%




10/04 – 10
All components operational 100%




10/11 – 17
All components operational 100%




10/18 – 24
All components operational 100%




10/25 – 31
10/25 – IVR operational 91.33%: Other components operational 100%

10/26 – IVR operational 96.36%: Other components operational 100%

10/27 – IVR operational 81.21%: Other components operational 100%

10/28 – IVR operational 98.67%: Other components operational 100%

10/29 – IVR operational 97.27%: Other components operational 100%

10/30–31 All Other components operational 100%




11/01 – 07
11/01- IVR operational 95.76%:  ESS operational 75.76%: Other components operational 100%

11/02 – IVR operational 89.58%: Other components operational 100%

11/03 – 07- All components operational 100%




11/08 - 14
11/08 IVR operational 98.79%: Other components operational 100%

11/09 – ESS operational 91.94%: Other components operational 100%

11-10-11 - All components operational 100%

11/12 – IVR operational 90.12%: Other components operational 100% 11/13-14 All components operational 100%




11/15 - 21
11/15 – 19 All components operational 100%

11/20 - IW
 operational 95.58%: Other components operational 100%

11/21 - All components operational 100%

11/22 - 28
All components operational 100%




11/29 – 12/5
11/29 – 12/02 - All components operational 100%

12/03 – IVR operational 90.91%: Other components operational 100%

12/4-5 - All components operational 100%




12/6 - 12
12/06 – ESS operational 94.12%: Other components operational 100%

12/7 – 12/12 - All components operational 100%




12/13 - 19
All components operational 100%




12/20 - 26
No report provided




12/27 – 01/02
All components operational 100%

Appendix D
Summary of Access Point PCs for VHA & VBA

Page 1 of 3

VHA VISN
Total Number of FTE
80%

Factor 

Access Point PCs
Ratio of Access Point PCs to FTE
Number of Medical Centers

1
11163
8930
109
1 to 82
11

2
5778
4622
49
1 to 94
6

3
13807
11045
141
1 to 79
8

4
11055
8845
106
1 to 93
11

5
6907
5526
74
1 to 75
5

6
9828
7862
117
1 to 67
8

7
10551
8441
119
1 to 71
9

8
15682
12546
156
1 to 80
7

9
10736
8589
105
1 to 82
7

10
8118
9494
65
1 to 146
4

11
9000
7200
98
1. to 73
8

12
12272
9818
114
1 to 86
8

13
6148
4918
72
1 to 68
6

14
4353
3482
50
1 to 69
6

15
8765
7012
91
1 to 77
8

16
15961
12769
164
1 to 78
11

17
9847
7877
107
1 to 73
7

18
7972
6378
83
1 to 77
7

19
5263
4210
78
1 to 54
8

20
9029
7223
107
1 to 67
8

21
9281
7425
114
1 to65
8

22
12303
9842
113
1 to 87
7







VBA AFGE Station 

Number of Employees
20% Factor  

Access

Point PCs
Ratio of Access Point PCs to FTE

Togus
44
9
1
1 to 9

Hartford
60
12
1
1 to 12

White River
18
4
1
1 to 4

Manchester
79
16
1
1 to 16

Providence
53
11
1
1 to 11

New York
252
50
2
1 to 25

Buffalo
254
51
2
1 to 25.5

Boston
115
23
1
1 to 23

Newark
133
27
1
1 to 27
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VBA AFGE Station
Number of Employees
20 % Factor
Access

Point PCs
Ratio of Access Point PCs to FTE

Philadelphia
682
122
6
1 to 20

Pittsburgh
128
26
1
1 to 26

Detroit
196
39
2
1 to 19.5

Cleveland
355
71
3
1. to 24

Washington
165
33
1
1 to 33

Baltimore
96
19
1
1 to 19

Huntington
86
17
1
1 to 17

Nashville
191
38
2
1 to 19

Winston
278
55
2
1 to 27.5

San Juan
141
28
1
1 to 28

Des Moines
81
16
1
1 to 16

St Paul
259
52
2
1 to 26

Sioux Falls
28
6
1
1 to 6

St Louis
340
68
3
1 to 23

Chicago
222
44
2
1 to 22

Lincoln
59
6
1
1 to 6

Wichita
64
13
1
1 to 13

New Orleans
167
33
1
1 to 33

Waco
376
75
3
3 to 25

Fort Harrison
34
7
1
1 to 7

Boise
44
9
1
1 to 9

Albuquerque
67
13
1
1 to 13

Denver
236
47
2
1 to 23.5

Salt Lake
67
13
1
1 to 13

Seattle
235
47
2
1 to 23.5

Anchorage
28
6
1
1 to 6

Los Angeles
336
67
3
1 to 22

Oakland
296
60
3
1 to 20

San Diego
177
35
2
1 to 17.5

Reno
52
10
1
1 to 10

Phoenix
226
45
2
1 to 27.5
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 Summary of Access Point PCs for VHA & VBA

Page 3 of 3

VBA NFEE 
Station and Others
Number of Employees
20 % Factor
Access

Point PCs
Ratio of Access Point PCs to FTE

Indianapolis
136
27
1
1 to 27

Roanoke
276
55
1
1 to 55

Columbia
167
33
1
1 to 33

Atlanta
451
90
2
1 to 45

St Petersburg
551
110
2
1 to 55

Montgomery
188
37
1
1 to 37

Jackson
134
27
1
1 27

Milwaukee
118
23
1
1 to 23

Fargo
28
6
1
1 to 6

Little Rock
143
28
1
1 to 28

Houston
380
76
1
1 to 76

Portland
130
26
1
1 to 26

Wilmington
18
4
1
1 to 4

Muskogee
395
79
2
1 to 39.5

Honolulu
52
10
1
1 to 10
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� Yourdon, Edward, Death March, Prentice-Hall, Inc. 1999, pp. X





� VHA's TIP is a major undertaking for the purpose of upgrading each field station's telecommunications network by acquiring and installing standard routers at VHA facilities to increase the pace onto the WAN; to acquire the agency standard mail and office automation servers; upgrade cabling plants to a vertical fiber optic backbone and category 5 horizontal wiring for voice and data; and to acquire the necessary hubs and switches for their LAN to effectively utilize the upgraded cabling plant.


�  The dates associated with this schedule were obtained from documentation held by the review team, dates provided in documentation from the project office, and from dates provided in the last quarterly execution review. 


� Hours of availability ranged from 16.5 to 24 depending on the component of HR LINK$.  COHO was available 24 hours a day.


 


� Exceptions are noted in percentages for each day and for each component. 


� IW = Information Warehouse


�   Figure is based on 20% of a medical center (MC) staff having a PC on their desk.  The rest of the MC staff, 80%, would not have immediate access to a PC.


� AFGE stations – Agreed formula of 1 workstation for the first 50 FTE and thereafter, 1 for every additional 100 FTE.


�   Figure is based on 80% of a Regional Office (RO) staff having a PC on their desk.  The rest of the RO staff, 20% would not have immediate access to a PC.  


�  NFEE stations – Access Room formula breakdown is based on 1 per 250 –300 FTE.  Same for "Others"
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