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To enhance the functionality of its intranet and boost team productivity, Simon & Schuster is deploying Microsoft Office 97 to selected divisions throughout the enterprise. Using the product's advanced programmability and web-enabled features, the publisher is providing managers unprecedented access to key performance metrics. The publisher is also using Outlook™97 and Microsoft Exchange Server, to deploy groupware solutions that will streamline the management of complex short-term projects.





Since introducing the first paperback more than 50 years ago, Simon & Schuster (S&S) has led the industry in using new technology to entertain and inform people of all ages. S&S now reaches more than four million school children daily with customized technology-based curricula, delivered through both interactive TV and multimedia computer courseware that adapts in real time to the cognitive style of each student. The publisher's massive Internet site sports full electronic commerce capabilities (book-selling, private subscription areas, "chunk selling") and award-winning on-line complements to its computer, trade, and educational publishing activities. The company's online bookstore, the Information SuperLibrary, sells thousands of titles including offerings from its Pocket Books, Prentice Hall, Ziff Davis, Macmillan, Que and audio book publishing divisions. Now the largest English-language publisher, Simon & Schuster is the leader in educational, computer, and reference publishing. 





As with their Internet presence, the people at Simon & Schuster aren't wasting any time when it comes to generating benefits from their intranet. Within two months of its initial deployment in early 1996, the S&S intranet began streamlining the delivery of new solutions to thousands of desktops, making vast archives of digital images available to production staff, and providing employees comprehensive information on company policy, information sharing, and phone access.





Now, S&S is expanding its intranet horizons and team productivity with the Microsoft Office 97 suite of desktop tools. Thanks to the web-enabled features of Office 97 and the tight integration with Microsoft Internet Explorer, executives at all levels will have dynamic access to immediate and consistent performance metrics from a single repository. Moreover, with the integrated workflow, task-management, and document-tracking capabilities provided by Outlook™ 97, the new desktop information manager included in Office 97, S&S will be able to manage dozens of ad hoc projects and increase their ability to meet customer commitments.





Web Integration and Groupware Essential





For S&S, two characteristics of Office 97 were instrumental in the publisher's decision to deploy the product: the product's highly integrated intranet capabilities and the instant groupware features provided by Outlook and Microsoft Exchange Server. As Executive Vice President of Strategy, Technology & Operations Michael Packer points out, managers have analyzed credit and collections performance metrics with a mix of mainframe- and desktop-based tools and paper-based approaches, eventually distributing the executive information in spreadsheet attachments to electronic mail. "It's a slow and cumbersome process and one that makes it difficult for executives to browse information quickly across different functional areas or business units," 








he says. "What we needed was a single repository into which all of S&S credit and collections history could be placed and that would provide real-time data in formats that everyone could use. That's why we need web-enabled tools to thoroughly automate such processes-like Access 97 and Microsoft Excel 97."





Packer also adds that collaboration and communication are especially vital in the areas of customer service and credit & collections, which annually process some $2.5 billion in orders and claims. "Every day these organizations are interacting, directly or indirectly, with numerous internal and external customers," he explains. "With hundreds of tasks to complete, multiple client issues to resolve, and huge quantities of information to track, people need an approach to task management and information dissemination that allows for the highly ad hoc nature of their work."





A New View of Executive Information





With their new Office 97-based intranet solution, an executive-information system (EIS), S&S will give executives at all levels a view into certain operations that they've never had before. This data, the bulk of which is generated by the publisher's order-processing and customer-service call centers and by financial applications and stored on a mainframe, includes everything from order-processing backlogs and customer payment histories to cash receipts forecasts and accounts receivable variances. This information would normally take one to five days to be analyzed and delivered to recipients via an email attachment.





Under the new Office 97-based EIS, the data is regularly and automatically downloaded from the mainframe into a Microsoft Access 97 database. In turn, Microsoft Access 97 transforms the data into a set of hyperlinked Microsoft Excel 97-based spreadsheets and delivers them to the intranet, accessible via Microsoft Internet Explorer. The advantage for S&S executives is that they no longer need to download a document to their desktop before analysis or editing can take place. Using hyperlinks between Microsoft Excel 97 spreadsheets, such users can traverse and analyze a huge assortment of related sets of information, such as variances against budgets or forecasts, with a few mouse clicks.





What all this means, says Vice President of Customer Service Ken Brooks, is that for the first time ever, analytical reports on vital performance metrics are available whenever they're needed. "Historically, such reports might take one or two people up to five days to research and deliver," he points out. "But now, they're available in a single intranet session."





Moreover, such reports are not only more readily available but also considered more reliable by the people who depend on them to make management decisions. "In the past, with several individuals working several days each time an analytical report was needed, we could never be sure that a consistent methodology was being followed," Brooks says. "But with the new EIS, we know that the data is being analyzed consistently. This means we can spend less time worrying about whether the conclusions are valid and more time doing something productive with those conclusions-such as collecting cash and making strategic follow-up calls on key accounts."

















Ensuring Commitments to Customers





According to Brooks, the advantages of Office 97 will also become apparent through a groupware solution being developed for employees in the areas of customer service and credit & collections. The need for a new task-management system is obvious, Brooks says. "It's not uncommon for us to have 50 projects going on simultaneously, the bulk of them involving distributed teams of over a hundred members and organized around timely fulfillment of commitments to customers," he explains. For example, S&S customers frequently need to schedule a book delivery to coincide with an impending author promotional tour, but often each retailer's freight and delivery rules require customized handling to handle the urgency of the situation. This means coordinating the project with the customer, changing the process and systems, communicating the changes throughout the organization, and ensuring that the changes can be implemented without affecting the rest of the operation. The end result is that cascading tasks are delegated over several functional groups; individually tracking each to completion becomes an unwieldy effort.





Managing projects of such complexity cries out for a tool like Outlook 97, Brooks adds. "That's what makes Outlook so handy-its support for managing ad hoc workflow, task management, and simple document tracking," he says. With features such as message flags, task requests and tracking, and status reports, managers and staff are better equipped to keep track of their commitments to customers and to one another. Brooks continues, "Moreover, because of its integration with Exchange Server and the other desktop tools, Outlook can help ensure that we can make commitments to customers that certain projects will be crisply executed and delivered."





The Office 97 solution, which is based on Microsoft Exchange Server, allows teams to create "memory" around each project. For instance, the task request feature allows a user to send a task to another user and track its status automatically. The request recipient can drag and drop the task into his Outlook task list for later follow-up. S&S is also creating custom Outlook forms to standardize and store shared contacts and customer history data in public folders. The second phase of the solution, slated for late summer 1997, will continue to build on the public folder model and incorporate issue-based shared folders, shared project calendars, and threaded discussion groups.





A Much Larger Picture





As Packer sees it, these new applications represent only a glimpse into a much larger picture of intranet functionality at S&S. Already being rolled out are major deployments of company-wide product, order-status, and sales-support information. "Already, S&S is using the intranet to bring functionality we could never have justified before to desktops enterprise-wide," he says. "Now, with the added capabilities of Office 97, we're looking forward to expanding that functionality significantly."





On the groupware agenda, Packer sees the task management solution evolving into a tightly integrated formal workflow solution. For example, a call into the S&S customer service center could generate an automated task flow utilizing the Outlook custom forms feature with cascading authorizations and completion tracking---all of which can be routed via electronic mail. Such capabilities promise to fulfill the S&S vision for customer commitment.











For More Information


About Microsoft products and services, call Microsoft Sales Information Center at (800) 426�9400.


In Canada, call the Microsoft Canada Customer Support Center at (800) 563�9048.


If you require text telephone services (TT/TDD), call (800) 892�5234 in the United States or (905) 568�9641 in Canada.


Outside the 50 United States and Canada, please contact your local Microsoft subsidiary.


Visit the Microsoft Office Homepage at http://www.microsoft.com/office/.
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