Software Solutions

Software design — keep it simple...

Here managing director and CEQO of
Synchro 32, Chris Collins, explains what
he believes to be the best kept secret of
successful software design — ease of use.

| was asked recently what | considered to be the most
important piece of functionality in our software. Given
that we at Synchro® have created and developed a
full ERP/MRP application (specifically designed for
the foundry industry) this was an interesting question.
I’'m sure the person asking was expecting an in-depth
answer involving production control, scheduling,
accurate cost analysis and so on. The answer was far
simpler, ease of use.

You may consider that ‘ease of use’ is not a
true software function, but as an objective it has to
be resourced, designed, and maintained. | am not
suggesting that core functionality is unimportant; indeed
a piece of software that does not fulfill its intended role is
of little use. Rather | believe ease of use is arguably one
of the most important functions because of its effect on
users and data.

Take two systems. The first is all singing, all dancing,
and fully functional with all the data input and analysis
you could ever want; but the downside is that the user
interface is complicated, poorly designed, has no ‘flow’,
inconsistent entry screens, fragmented menu systems,
and so on (I'm sure everyone has experienced this
type of system). The second system has the same key
functions and analytical ability; but it's easy to navigate,
all the screens work in the same way, the menus are
arranged intuitively, prompts offer guidance through
more in-depth areas, validation of data is clear, prompts
ensure vital information isn’t missed. It's obvious which
system people would prefer to work with. But the plain
truth is most people don’t value the easier to use
environment enough in order to change their systems,
and systems designers don’t generally value ease of
use enough to change their design methodology. There
seems to be a general attitude that if it's complicated it
must be good, expensive yes, difficult to instruct yes,
and if it's also difficult to use its generally seen as user
‘attitude’ that can be adjusted with a managerial kick up
the rear!

It may be a revelation for some, but you CAN have
in-depth fully functional software that’s easy to use.

If systems are easier to use they have far more of an
impact on the quality of data than people may think.

We have found that simplifying the user environment
encourages users to use the system more, the quality of
data is much higher and the availability of more accurate
data encourages more informed data analysis which has
a knock-on effect to the business in general.

In addition to consistency of design there are other
key elements to simplifying the user experience. It is
important to design software so that it can customise
itself to a user’s role. For example designing software
for multi-user access is not just a case of allowing more
than one user to access the same data at the same
time. Take the word processor I'm using right now, it has
been designed so | can access all its functions as and
when | need them. It can do many clever things but its
primary function is to create documents and it has one
user, me. With larger systems like ERP and MRP, there
are many functions that are considered independently
primary to the multitude of its users. Even with this in
mind most software designers do not allow for users to
tailor centralised software to the specific needs of the
individual. We pride ourselves in making our software fit
an individual market, but we also design our software so

84

¥ synchro Production Control (Sand Foundry Demonstration)
des i oo Wessagg Setp Securty Window e

rice Bros Inc : PODT ; B47/398-0877

v G oo Yy o © Sy - | (g osons -
ik Soach [Catomertams =] [smtevin =]| [/
Pl | s | 8| S| Contacs | Pschae Al | Tems | i | Documats | s i | ED1 | .|
Customer Name ACNo Acive [T
[Price Bos Ine Jpo07
Tothrs Nantar SaesCode Tartt spue
earsooaT7 =3 <l [fos =] i
Foutbss AiaCods : Gt link
[B4773380678 Micvest =] [T =] oo
Tax g e i Emsladisss
7% T [smn@restios oo

e S
ot o Opecion ot o, ™ Spaet
i e die st  second x
o o )t npid. L tshes2 /]
I Spaes
I A s e

8 price Bros Inc : P00 : B47/398.0877

& | @ | M|

| Spgemne || § e |

[BEE

(E1E3]

Quick Soach [Catomartans =][tatevih ]|

| o | B St [CAEEE Pachase s | Ters | O | Docuners | UseFis| E01 | s |

a [\

FosNunber

Nane Sabtation
[CaoEdrunds [Canl

Posii s A
= =] [re@picebroscom
Telephora Nunber En
T

CETT

Mable Nunber

sice omng Pric 1o She s smat and vy capable

BT |

¥ Synchro Production Control (Sand Foundry Demonstration) ** PLAY. SYSTEM ==

Supervisor German | Hice Toobar Version 512116 ndac 26 08/06/2007, 1018

Saeerie Gt e Repots
G )

[ s - | B uens - 2D o | Qoo+ £ optens -
[ e Pt

o Messagng Setp Seasky Window Heb

soron || ogen

I

[Tt (el

[ ]soeedveives it Retwarca| e scorumber | statae [Fegie]

[ Torerz007_[orers

T

5 o |
5

[Terter07 | o]

voon BT

15/06/2007
15/0672007

[
[ 1570672007 2093 % J Attwell
i E ot

T
16/06/2007
1570672007 W H Cooper

5/0672007

1170672007 | 500 63 6| H Cooper

5/0672007

120672007 | 500 89 69w H Cooper

TS/06/2007

1270672007 | 500 521 521 W H Cooper

2170672007

1470672007 | 200 200 200w H Cooper

2170672007

1570672007 | 250 256 256, Herald Produ

970672007 | 17940000

2270672007 |6 To0ses """

1670672007 | 250 261 261. Price Bros In
1170672007 | 550 562 562444 Attwell

W H Cooper | 539-|

=5

Saueczer Daily Capacity From

610

007 To 16/06/2007
751

75

i Mon

T i2Te

Tiswed T Tt T 18Fi T Tesal

2550

‘Saquoszer Wookly Capacity From 10/06/2007 To 18/08/2007

3 Microsoft Excel - CET00001.xis [Read Only] [BEE
x

(9] He Edt Yew It Fymat Ioos Dsta Window Hep

NSRS E$ B 08 s LA e - @ e

-/B U

Tn17 T 26 T di1 T JuB Tu15 Tu22 Tu2s T Augs TAugiz
Process Name [Sameeer <] Disble dterange I~ Capaciy Type [Bra = [tk th vl out olow an il process movemerd.
Capocity Loaded| Supevior| Geman | Show Toobar Version5 1216 ndac28) 03/08/2007] 1147

) 21 By g3 | xo Reply uih Changes.

EgdRere

hasag sy
#

1 i ]
| 2 [ProductName 140162 Customer Ref sd
| 3| Description Medium Gland Casting  Our Ref. CE/15
[ 4| vetal Type 60-40-18  Enquiry Date 8-Jun-07
[5_|Net Weight 380 BoxWeight 208

6 | No per Box 2 Yield% 3654

7 [ Material Waterial Weight Material Cost Value|
| 8 [60-40-18 2080 175 3640
| 9 [Metal Returns 1320, 085" 1122

10 | Insulating Sleeve 200 030 060
[11]o 000 000 000
[12]o 000 000 000
[13] Material Cost 25.78

14

15 Process Time Rate Valus|
| 16 [Tooling Setup 000 055 0.00
[17]C02 Core 400 055 220
[ 18 | Shell Core 9.00 055 495

19 | Core Dressing 200 055 110
[20 |Pin Lit 16.00 055 850
[21]Dressing / Cleaning 1200 055 660
[22 | Assembly 000 055 0.00
| 23 | nspection 300 055 165
[ 24 | Shipping 150 055 083

5 000 055 000
[ 26| Process Cost 26.13
| 28| Additional Charge Charge Rate Based on Value
[ 29 |Scrap % 000 4868 000
|20 | Admin Charge 150 5191 078
[31] Extras Total 0.78

32

33 1 Total Cost 52.68
(3]

35 |Rep Commission 000
| 26 |Profit Margin (%) Selling Price Profit Margin _Selling Price

38 15 61.98 30 75.26

39 20 65.85 40 87.81

an
W5 i Estimate { nputs /
-

FTJ

April 2010



that our users can further tailor it to the specific requirements
of their job.

As far as | can see, anything that makes our jobs simpler,
more efficient, and more effective has to be a good thing.
The phrase ‘user friendly’ has been loosely bandied about
ever since | started in application design over 20 years ago,
and unfortunately | think most people don’t really understand
what it is until they experience it. | remain in close contact
with our customers and actively use feedback to improve
our software and services. Unless you are involved in the
software industry you may not realise the layers of people
involved in your software’s development. Usually the person
actually writing the code behind your experience is far
removed from its initial requirement and in most cases is
‘interpreting’ your needs (or more likely they are interpreting
an interpretation of your needs). The further back the
programmers are from the shop floor the more distant the
view.

When I’'m asked what direction our next generation of
systems will take | give the same answer every time, make it
simpler, make it easier, and make it more efficient. Note, that
this does not include extending functionality. Occasionally
we may branch out into an associated area to make data
collection and analysis easier or more informed or we may
upgrade technologies to meet the latest requirements,
but our main functional objectives have already been met.
Outside of this, all we can therefore do is make our software
more widely available and an even more pleasant experience
to use.

So, when you're next asked what you consider to be the
most important function of your existing system will you
be able to answer - its ease to use? If not what impact is it
having on your job and the health of your business?
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