THE FRIENDLY

(INTER)FACE COMES OF AGE

YOUR WINDOWS APPLICATION’S GRAPHICAL BELLS AND WHISTLES
MIGHT MAKE IT EASY TO USE, BUT IT'S YOUR UNDERLYING PLAT-

FORM STANDARDS THAT MAKE IT POSSIBLE.

BY MARTY WEIL, FIELD EDITOR

perts and analysts agree that graphically driven interface features are essential

ingredients for software success in any environment. But a solid user interface
must be more than a pretty interface. It must incorporate the latest technology in a way that
makes the application easy to configure, setup, and use. Advancements in areas of open sys-
tems, Internet/intranet communications, and even virtual reality hold out the golden
promise of business improvement—faster information access, greater agility,
and lower costs.

The front end of any software application can be called many
things, but the jargon is self-explanatory. The graphical user inter-
face (GUI) or operator interface (OI) do exactly that, and reside
at the surface of an application. Other terms, such as MMI (man-
machine interface) or the more politically correct HMI (human-
machine interface), refer to systems that not only present pretty
pictures, but also are targeted at supervising and controlling
machines or plant floor processes.

In the area of usability, the overall look and feel of a program plays
an essential role in its long-term effectiveness, so GUI-related considera-
tions are often less trivial than they appear at first glance. It's important to
note that if users in purchasing, customer service, or engineering cannot navigate
a program swiftly, a company cannot expect to bump-up productivity.

The entrenchment of Windows in all areas of the manufacturing software sector has led
to a market saturated with industrial software applications that are visual, intuitive, and
easy to configure and use—at the system level. But, what does it really mean for an inter-
face to be user-friendly? According to the research firm Venture Development Corp., Nat-
ick, Mass., a software package should be easy to support, easily programmed or configured,
and simple to learn. According to Venture, ease of use means that the software system is
casy to setup and program, with displays that are casily understood by users. This can mean
that a system has pretty cartoons, but easy setup also entails an intelligent underlying design

with clear language and a logical sequence of configuration and operation.

SUITE SYNERGY

To provide all the functionality the market desires, instead of providing point solutions,

vendors at all levels of the enterprise are delivering product suites that are layered on a gen-
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eral interface to access process data in controls.
Having a common GUI does more than graph-
ically integrate and speed the learning curve for
new users. A good interface takes advantages of
common standards that enhance data sharing
within the product family.

Because of their sheer size, the large Enter-
prise Resource Planning (ERP) systems can be
seen as suites of modules, while smaller-scaled
packages are often designed to look like the con-
sumer product suites found in retail outlets.
One example of this is the nascent family of dia-
gramming and drawing tools from Seattle-based
Visio Corp., which does a healthy retail business
as well as selling to industrial customers. The
company’s three main packages are customized
for general users with flow charting
and diagramming needs; techni-
cal users with small-scale com-
puter-aided  engineering
chores; and a new package

for advanced users such
as information technol-
ogy professionals.

Within a standard fam-

ily interface, the packages
incorporate libraries of
‘ “SmartShapes” using job-
specific symbols. For example,
the Professional edition includes
nearly 300 manufacturer-specific shapes
for making detailed network diagrams.
Microsoft-style wizards walk users through the
creation of drawings or shapes, and add-ons
integrate drawings with the files, databases, and
applications they relate to.

This synergy phenomenon has also reached
the plant floor. According to the Boston-
based market research firm of Advanced
Manufacturing Research (AMR), the best
examples today of this trend are from the
large HMI vendors, such as Wonderware and
Intellution, two leaders in a crowded field of
32-bit Windows NT developers.
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Our Vision:

To provide a process calibration
management software package that
is easy to set up and use, supports
all documenting and conventional
calibrators, and is reasonably priced
without add-on costs.
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introduces Cal-Plus,
the Ultimate Calibration

Management Software Package!

* Comprehensive Windows™
database based on the
Cornerstone Cal Station platform.

* Includes interfaces for documenting
calibrators from Fluke, Beta, Druck,
RIS, and Unomat plus manual
support for all conventional
calibrators. Take your pick!

* Includes a start up database,
pre-loaded with basic procedures as
well as popular instrument models.

* Excellent standard reports plus a
powerful custom report writer.

It's all you'll need to
document your calibration
program for ISO-9000 or
other quality standards.



Cincom’s CONTROL enterprise system for highly engi-
neered products deals with complex requirements for
assessing particular overhaul parts with a simplified, one-
step visualization of all levels of component requirements
and orders or inventories—in this case, for the leg of a

mirage FI fighter jet and its 76 reassembling orders.

The current FactorySuite offering from
Wonderware, in Irvine, Calif., represents that
company’s effort to grow its technology and its
sales base beyond the control level and incor-
porates manufacturing execution and batch
process automation systems. In addition to the
aforementioned, Wonderware's FactorySuite
includes the browser-based intranet capabili-
ties the entire software world is racing to com-
mercialize. At the heart of the suite is Wonder-
ware's InTouch HMI, the original control
product. Systems of this ilk are following suit
with similar features and
additional real-time/histor-
ical database, alarm han-
dling, and statistical control
functions.

Searching for a better
way to manage produc-
tion, Chevron’s Santa Bar-
bara Channel operations
selected InTouch. “In
terms of return on invest-
ment,” says Roger Ficken,
Chevron electrical/instru-
ment engineer, the inte-

grated system “has surely

WHAT’S A LOBJECT?

One emerging standard that is expected to dominate the plant floor is OLE for Pro-

cess Control (OPC). It’s just one example, albeit the most successful one, of 2 group
of OLE-based and user industry-led initiatives originally dubbed “Lobjects,” or OLE
objects that incorporate Microsoft’s Object Linking and Embedding technology.
Other such OLE-based standard interfaces have been developed and are being
embraced in computer-aided engineering, financial, retail, and other fields.

OPC is a software interface that eliminates the need for a proprietary company-to-
company interface for each device or software program that a control software pro-
gram “wishes” to communicate. In light of the fact that leading control software
developers routinely offer 150 custom drivers, the advent of OPC levels the playing
field, requiring each vendor to develop a single OPC-compliant interface. Users will
benefit from easier configuration, fewer drivers to install and store in their comput-
ers, and a new age of competition on featiires, not the number of drivers a vendor
has for its devices and applications.

“With OPC, instead of everyone developing drivers, now the hardware manufac-
turers are taking over that responsibility,” says Dan Hirsh, senior manager for prod-
uct marketing and support at Intellution Inc., Norwood, Mass., a leading PC/Win-
dows-based control and data acquisition software vendor. “No one questions the

overriding principles and goals of OPC. We have the benefit of looking at the under-

lying technology and making sure it is optimized for manufacturing. | think OPC will

be a successful technology, and anyone who bucks that trend is going to be fighting
a tough battle by themselves.”

Similarly, the forest products operation of Ponderay Newsprint Co., an Usk, Wash., consor-
tium of five U.S. newspaper publishers, uses the integrated Windows system to manage pro-
duction and improve quality with simple statistical control charts. Solving operating problems
was the primary reason for implementing the system, but Ponderay staffers have gone on to
generate continuously updated production reports for four 12-hour shifts at a time; monitor
uptime; and maintain notes on average pro-
duction speed, among others.

According to AMR, Wonderware is far-
thest along in the “suite” strategy, but Nor-
wood, Mass.-based Intellution is not far
behind with its FIX product line. Intellution’s
FIX family of industrial automation software
products also takes full advantage of Windows
NT’s 32-bit, multitasking operating system.

While many database options, alarm man-
agement, and other software goodies have
been on the component market for years and
have offered Windows compatibility, the state

of the software industry—that is, Microsoft’s

(Source: Wanderware)

platform dominance—was not as fully evolved

paid its way and saved us  For plant floor control, Ponderay Newsprint installed easy-viewing Windows  as it is today. Components in the 16-bit Win-

a lot of money. It has  operator interface stations, which also reduced the amount of work needed to dows 3.x era did not allow the drag-and-drop,

really reduced response  interface monitors and terminals with existing systems and a variety of third-  auto-configuration, and other integration fea-

time. The fact that an  party products, including PC workstations.

alarm will come in any-
where from 45 seconds to
two minutes quicker than our older system
allows operators to identify the alarm and

react to the situation.”

tures today’s 32-bit Windows systems do,
which further illustrates why there’s more to a
friendly interface than good GUI. Unlike
applications of old, users can do more than switch between applications in a unified Windows
task manager; they can incorporate actual components of one application into another. This is

due to Microsoft's shift to 32-bit computing.
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