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PSD: Computer Services for Researchers 
and Administrators 

The Professional Services Division (PSDJ of the University 
of Minnesota Computer Center was established in 1977 
to aid researchers and administrators, both within the 
University and in the larger community, in using state-of
the-art computer technology to solve a wide \'arietv of 
problems. The goal of the Division, as described in its 
mission statement, is to provide the University of Minne
sota community with computer expertise for use in 
systems development, system analvsis. programming, 
and training. 

Since its inception, PSD has worked on projects that 
have ranged from programming imtructional materials 
for a class in nutrition to planning a system for account 
posting and recording to writing a program to match the 
sorority house choices of prospective "rushees" to the 
houses that wanted them to Join. 

One of the more interesting and complex proJects 
recently completed by the Professional Services Division 
was the development of a complete record keeping 
system for client information in a specialized program at a 
metropolitan area medical center. This proJect included 
the "translation" of a wide range of medical forms into 
computer code, the construction of an invoicing ~\stem. 
and the creation of a program to generate 5\atistical 
information about client population. The original time 
estimate for this project was about two months. 

Another recent project land perhaps a more I\ pica I 
onel involved the simple tabulation and anal\sis of 
information from a questionnaire provided bv the client. 
The project was completed on time and under the 
estimated cost. 

The great maJority of PSD clients consists of approxi
matelv equal numbers of University administrators and 
researchers-which is as it should be, since they are the 
people the Division was designed to serve. Other clients 
include agencies of the state, local, and federal govern
ments. non-profit organizations, and other University 
Computer Center users. 

Most projects take one or two months to complete; 
but this is an average only and, depending on its relative 
simplicity or complexity, a project could take am·where 
from an hour to six months. 

Three !\pes of project agreements can be written 
between PSD and its clients. The most common is the 
"fixed cost." in which the cost to the client and the goods 
and <.,ervice<., provided by PSD are explicitly stated in the 
agreement. :\ "time and materials" agreement states the 
cost implicit!); the final cost is determined by the time 
and material-, used in accomplishing the project plus a 
profit figure. Time and materials agreements are u-,ed 
\\hen the client favors them or for projects of short 
duration. For projects longer than six months. the Profes
sion,ll Seniccs Divi..,ion has established a "retainer" 
agreement in \\ h ich the costs to the client are expl icitlv 
stated in the agreement while specific goods and services 
arc not. 

-\common error made b\ researchers and admini<.,
trator<., \\hen writing up grant proposals or de,ign1ng 
proJCC!s that include computer services is to underesti
mate the cost of those ser\ ices. \\'hile computer time and 
material" are relati\elv inexpensive in this age of runawa'r 
inflation rindeed. the entire microprocessing induqry 
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ma\ be the onlv place in the world where things are 
getting le..,~ expemi\e as a result of technological ad
\ ance-,1, personnel costs are not. If vou ..,ct up an agree
ment with PSD, \OU arc hiring a group of well-qualified, 
experienced profe-,sionals~and the going rate for an 
information svstem specialist, for example, is about 
S35 hour. The probability is that seventy-five or eighty 
percent of vour project costs will be personnel-related; 
but hiring a professional staff that is familiar with the 
mam aspects and possibilities of computing is never a 
mistake. 

THE PSD STAFF 
The Professional Services Division currently employs 

five full-time and five half-time staff members. The full
time employees include a manager. a system analyst, a 
svstem specialist, and two programmer analysts; the five 
half-time emplovees are experienced programmers. 
Their backgrounds are in computer science, statistics, 
management information systems. and business adminis
tration. Together, thev have a total of over fifty vears of 
experience in computing. 

And as if that weren't enough, nearbv are another 1 50 
people~the staff of the University Computer Center~ 
with additional skills and varying areas of expertise, on 
whom PSD can draw for assistance with their client 
projects. The U n iversitv Computer Center support groups 
include image processing, text processing, graphics, 
microcomputing, data base management, and statistical 
services. If you have a problem you do not think of as a 
comentional one for a computer~something to do vvith 
graphic design perhaps, or a linguistic analysis of the 
poems of Emily Dickinson~call PSD! You may be 
pleasantl\ surprised. 

The interests of current staff members at PSD include 
the design and programming of social.educational;medi-
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cal research problems, projects, and systems within an 
academic environment; user support and education; 
business data processing; numerical analysis; and utility 
programs and software tools (programs to make program
ming easier, more interesting, or more nearly correct). 
Thi.,, of course, is only a small sampling of interests, and 
doe.., not include the astonishing range of talents and 
abilities reflected in the makeup of the full UCC staif. 

Computers today, including those at the University of 
Minnesota. are becoming progressively more "user 
friendlv." Thev are no longer the domain of mysterious 
high priests who speak an incomprehensible language. 
Grade school kids play with them, business offices 
tram fer their accounting systems to them, people at home 
keep tabs on familv birthdavs and bills or read newspa
pers from throughout the nation on them. The use.., of the 
modern computer are manv and varied: bring vour 
problems to PSD and see what we can do for vou. 

HOW IT WORKS 
.\.;ow that vou're convinced that UCCs Professional 

Service' Division has something to offer vou, here's a 
,flOrt breakdown of hovv the process itself works. 

You. PSD\ prospective client, contact the Division to 
determine whether the prowct vou ha\·e in mind is within 
it' c,cope of bu~iness. Assuming that it i~. a meeting or 
-,erie' of meetings is held to understand and interpret vour 
pr()Jl'Ct. Following these meetings, the Professional Ser
\ ice-, Division e~timates the time and mone\ needed to 
accomplish the project and presents the estimate for your 
revievv. If the estimate meets with your approval, an 
agreement describing the responsibi I ities of both you and 
PSD wi II be written and signed. These two first steps of the 
prowct are described as the "inquiry" and "definition" 
phases. No charge is made for inquiries or for the first 
dav's work in the definition phase of a potential project. If 
the definition phase exceeds one work day, however. 
there is a charge. 

After you review PSD's estimate and sign an agree
ment, the real work begins. Three major steps constitute 
the rest of the process: the design phase, the program
ming pha~e, and the acceptance phase. Here's what 
happens in each. 

The system analyst, system specialist, or programmer 
analvst lor some combination of these staff members! 
prepares the documents necessary to develop vour sys
tem. These include the design specifications !for exam
ple, a report layout file layout, flowchart, etc. 1, data 
specifications giving the data collection procedure and 
the form used, and test specifications (the criteria for 
measuring system performance and completion). The 
~ystem design i~ then approved by the PSD manager in 
consultation with vou, the client. 

The programming phase often includes two concur
rent steps, the coding and documenting of the programs 
for the system and the collection of data to test the 
programs. The third step is the testing itself: the test 
specifications written during the design phase are per
formed and anv needed changes are approved and made. 
The analyst in charge of your project super\ises and 
assists the programmers throughout this phase. 
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The final, acceptance, phase is initiated bv the ana
ly>t, who prepares a demonstration >Cript or plan to 
present the svstem to you. The script is approved b\ the 
PSD manager before the demonstration itself, the next 
step in the procedure. Once the system has been demon
strated, you and those who will be using your svstem are 
trained in its implementation. A "user manual"-a de
scription of how to use the program-will have been 
prepared bv the analyst for your use, and is subject to 
your apprm·al. Once the system is installed, you \viii be 
asked to sign an acceptance agreement that indicates the 
completion of the work. The analyst completes a check
list from the final wrap-up of the project. which is 
subsequently approved by the manager. The manager 
then prepares an invoice in which you are billed for the 
good'> and services used in the development of \our 
system. And you. of course, pay the bill. Voila~ 

The tasb performed by the Professional Ser\ices 
Divi>ion range from simple to complex and, conse
quently, from inexpensive to expemive. Converting a 
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tape or program created on another system to UCC format 
is a iairlv straightforward assignment, one that can be 
completed both quickly and inexpensively (the cost 
might range from $25-$500). More time consuming and 
complex projects, such as the development of special 
programs or data base set up, can cost as little as $100 
and as much as $25,000; once again, it depends on the 
amount of data, the complexity of the programming, and 
other factors. 

The Professional Services Division, however, has 
both the >taff and the facilities to fulfill all (or nearly alii 
vour computing needs. Please call and let them introduce 
vou to the wonders and benefits of modern computing. 

Professional Services Division 
Universitv Computer Center 
Uni\ersitv of Minnesota 
227 Experimental Engineering, 208 Union Street SE 
/\\inneapolis, Minnesota 55455 
ib121 376-1764 
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