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ENTERPRISE COMPUTING : IBM crosses
the Olympic finish line

IBM leans on project management, rapid deployment, and heavy testing

Jack Overacre isn't ahockey fan. But when the Itdian and Kazakhstani men's hockey teams faced off at
Nagano, Japan, on Feb. 7, in the first competition of the 18th Olympic Winter games, the IBM director's
eyeswere glued to the televison.

That's because the game was the first Olympic test of an information system that under Overacre's
management cost IBM untold millions of dollars and took hundreds of its people 14 months to build and
test.

At stakeis IBM's reputation, soiled at the 1996 summer games in Atlanta, when IBM's system, along with
other problems, spit out inaccurate and garbled information to the pressleaving Big Blue with a public
relations nightmare.

"When you do amoon shot the world's watching. When you do the Olympics the world is weatching,”
Overacre says, who has been shuttling back and forth between Nagano and Raeigh, N.C., for more than
oneyear. "You do al this prep work and until that rocket goes up in the air you redlly don't know [how well
it will work]."

Was he worried beforehand?
"I'd belying if | told you | waan't,” Overacre admits.
Most companies will never assemble a distributed system that is as enormous and complex as the Olympic

Games. But any IT manager can learn from IBM's project management experience, which islargdy
successful but seasoned with knowledge gained from failures over its 38-year association with the Olympics.

If IBM left Atlanta with one lesson, it's that the success of an information system boils down to asingle
question: Does the system meet users expectations?

Officids now acknowledge that many shortcomings of the Atlanta system were the fault of project
management. Some of the systems were not adequately tested until after the 1996 Olympic torch waslit.
The Info '96 intranet, for one, was dill being tested during the games so IBM could not run data for some
events through the entire system until competition time, IBM officids say.

"In certain cases, the red datawas the test data," admits one IBM officid involved in the Atlanta project
who asked not to be named.

To avoid such gaffes, Overacre's project plan for Nagano addressed severa key areas. use proven
technology, test the full system early, and foster tight communication with the sysem's "users' -- Olympic
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committees, sports federations, press organizations, and broadcasters -- to close any gap between what
users want and what the system can ddliver.

Sometimes, IBM had to lower expectations. What the federations wanted vs. what IBM could deliver in the
given time frame was too high. So for every sport, IBM and the federations conducted an expectations gap
andysis. They examined results systems for every sport, comparing what the federations requested with
what was ddlivered -- specification by specification -- and negotiated the differences.

"Most gaps had to do with report generations, the format of reports headings, names, and so on,” Overacre
says. The federations run their own world championships events and have their own formats. But when they
get to the Olympics, they have to conform to Olympic formats, which does not dways please federation
offidas

THE SETUP. IBM's Nagano system will handle nearly dl of the data at the gamesincluding athlete
accreditation, press feeds, results, and commentator backup. The system will have as many as 70,000 users
in Nagano and as many as 100 million hits per day are expected on its Web dite. At the core of the system
aretwo S/390 Pardledl Sysplex mainframes, more than 100 R/S 6000s, and 4,000 PCs and PC servers.

Although much smaller than Atlantas, the Nagano Olympics posed many of the same chdlenges. Firgt isthe
immutable deadline: the games started Feb. 7. Even if the system crashed, "we can't say “Gee, can we move
it back a couple of days?," Overacre says.

In addition, the system's builders and users have diverse culturd backgrounds making communication and
undergtanding difficult. For example, Overacre's team is drawn from Canada, France, Norway, Poland,
Audtrdia, Japan, and the United States.

"It's not just CPUs, screens, and megabits per second,” says Toshi Shibata, general manager of IBM's
Olympic Project Office in Nagano, Japan. "It's people hand in hand orchestrating the entire games."

And demands on IBM are only getting harder, Shibata notes. For example, when reigning U.S. champion
Michele Kwan finishes her routine in Nagano, it is a comparatively smple task for the IBM system to
process the judges scores of her performance. But at the behest of broadcasters who have television
viewersin mind, IBM must manudly synchronize the results display with the replays of Kwan'sroutine,
shots of her waiting in anticipation of the judgment, and the reaction of the crowd as the judges raise each of
their scores for Kwan.

"The fastest way is not necessarily the thing to do,” Shibata says. "Weredly have to orchestrate the IT
system, the TV, and the environment so that we can make the event attractive.”

A results system receives timing and scoring information from each of the venues, processes the information
based on the rules of each sport discipline, and then prints the results for distribution to the press and games
officids. The results are dso delivered to the games Web site and Info '98, an intranet for athletes, press,
and officids.

Embedded in the results system is the Commentator Information System (CIS), which through a
touch-screen monitor enables broadcasters to view background, such as athlete biographies and medal
counts, in addition to red-time results. Underlying the CISisIBM's PC Server 330 running OS2 Warp
Server and the company's M QSeries message-oriented middleware.
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RISK AVERSE. The technology changes made since Atlanta were focused on the Internet and Info '98,
according to IBM officias. IBM scrapped Info '96, an AS400-based system that ran IBM's Systems
Network Architecture protocol suite, and in Nagano opted for a TCP/IP network running on RS/6000 SP
serversand IBM's AlX Unix OS.

Info '98 pages are written in HTML and the system'’s clients use a modified verson of Netscape
Communications Navigator browser. In Atlanta, IBM developed its own Web browser and used its own
Visua Age development tool st.

Although afew new technologies -- including certain caching software and dynamic load-baancing software
-- are tucked away in the Nagano system, IBM limited its risk by sticking with stable and mature
technology, company officids say. That wasn't dways the casein Atlanta, especidly for the Web ste, which
necessitated using new technology because the Web as a live publishing medium was o new.

"The Atlanta Olympic site was held together with Scotch tape,” says Irving Wiadawsky-Berger, IBM's
Internet divison genera manager, in Somers, N.Y ., who wasin charge of the Atlanta Web ste.

"This time were usng technology that is Sate-of-the-art, but stable, and it is held together with bands of
ded," Overacre says. "Leading- edge technology brings new features, but inherent risk.”

To coordinate the entire project, IBM created an end-to-end plan, more than one year ago, using project
management software. The plan has about 1,500 line items covering 10 mgor projects. Each subplan has
detailed plans. The program smulates the ripple-through effect when one piece fals behind, thereby helping
IBM adjust.

With mogt of the system in place by late 1996, IBM spent the past year testing it by fielding hundreds of
requests for changes from sports federations and press organizations. With the Atlanta system, sometimes
such change requests were not handled with the whole system in mind. A programmer, for instance, might
receive a request from afederation to change "Ladies’ to "Women" for a certain sport, obligingly rewriting a
few lines of code only to wreak havoc on other parts of the system.

On the Nagano project, IBM actively used " change management boards' that tapped as many as 1C
representatives from across the project to review al potential chanaes. The boards would assess the impact
the changes would make on the entire system and decide whether the change was warranted.

For example, prior to an early sysem trid, the International Olvmpic Committee (IOC) asked for &
seemingly smple dteration: change the results system abbreviation for snow board from "SD" to "SB."

After amonth of discussons, the change board discovered that in addition to other problems, some
applications pages had bit-mapped images that programmers would dig through, manudly find every "SD"
and change it. The hundreds of person-hours aong with the regression testing required to make the change
might have hobbled other, more critica, parts of the system's development, Shibata says.

"It wasjugt atrivid designation but we were lucky we discussed it and communicated to the 10OC that it

would be very risky to make, " Shibata savs. Eventudly, the board discovered that Olympic softball uses the
"SB" designation and the request was dropped.
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PRACTICE RUNS. Learning from the mishaps of Atlanta, IBM took testing very serioudy in Nagano.

"We were able to do alot more testing this time, and we learned, too, how to test better and what to test,”
Overacre says. For instance, IBM tested systems for each sport, coordinating with the timing companies
and sports federations. "Y ou can test in shadow mode, but you don' t get the complexity you get when you
add the federations and other customers.”

For instance, each event rdlies on people taking printed results and running them to the media and judges.
IBM assumed that qudifications for the job were pretty smple. But when testing the ski dope systems, they
found that the only way "runners' could get results ddlivered in time was to ski down the hills, which
considerably changed the job requirements.

"You find different chalenges when [youl] test in red Stuations, " Overacre says. "More testing costs more
money up front, maybe. But in thelong run, it costsyou less."

For the Sydney Gamesin 2000, IBM will test more and begin testing even eaxlier.

Coming down to the wire -- some IBM employees even collapsed from overwork -- IBM went for arapid
deployment drategy of ingalling standardized hardware preloaded with software. However, the company
has adso found that it needed to be flexible to ded with the physical surroundings.

In Atlanta, IBM had only 48 hoursto ingtall PCsin some of the public venues wheress it had better access
to venues in Nagano, and ingtalled about 3,000 workstations and ThinkPad notebooks in most of the
venues by December. But dthough the systems were pre-configured and ready to go, IBM held off until
January before deploying workstations on ski venues when officias learned that the ski houses would not be
heeted over the holidays. IBM aso learned that the houses would not be heated at night during the
competition, S0 it will have technicians wrgp the workstations in dectric blankets at night.

"We're concerned with the affect of the temperature swings, especialy on disk drives,” Overacre says.
Whether the IBM Olympic team is successful or not, the cost of such attention took its toll on the company.
Last month, IBM forecast that its earnings per share for the first quarter of this year will be down as much as
15 cents, in part due to extraordinary expenses associated with the Nagano games.

"We can't have two Olympicsin succession in totd failure" says Chiharu Igaya, executive board member of
the 10C, "0 | think IBM isredly putting its soul into it thistime."

Rob Guth is the Tokyo correspondent for the IDG News Service, an Infoworld affiliate. Senior Editor
Lynda Radosavich will cover technology at the Olympic Games from Nagano, Japan.

Rob Guth and Lynda Radosevich, ENTERPRISE COMPUTING : IBM crosses the Olympic finish line.
Voal. 20, Infoworld, 02-09-1998.
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