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AVCE ICT:  Unit 2: ICT Serving Organisations
The Functional areas of Organisations

Functional areas of organisations

These notes investigate some of the main functional areas to be found in organisations, namely:

· Financial accounting (sales, purchasing and general ledger)

· Invoicing and Stock control

· Marketing

· Payroll and Personnel

· Design and Production
· ICT services

Financial Accounting

Financial accounting or ‘book-keeping’ is the process of recording financial transactions from the day-to-day operation of a business. The sale of goods to a customer and the subsequent settlement of the debt are two examples of financial transactions. 

Sales Accounting

When credit sales are made to customers, a record needs to be kept of amounts owing and paid. Payment is normally requested with an invoice. An invoice usually gives details of goods supplied, quantities, prices and VAT. Credit sales are usually made on weekly a basis, which means that the customer has to pay within that period to obtain the discounts, if any offered. Overdue payments need to be chased, so sales accounting systems normally produce reports analysing the indebtedness of different customers. Debt control is vital to business profitability and computerised systems can produce prompt and up-to-date reports as a by-product of the main application.

Purchase Accounting

This function is concerned with controlling amounts owed and payments made to suppliers of services, goods or materials that are used in the main business. For example, a car manufacturer will need to keep records of amounts owing to suppliers of car components and sheet steel manufactures. Delayed payments to suppliers may help cash flow as the money stays within the business, but can harm an organisations image, or even cut off a source of supply when a supplier refuses to deliver any more goods until payment is made.

Nominal or General Ledger

The general ledger keeps control of financial summaries, including those originating from payroll, sales and purchase accounting and acts as a balance in a double entry system. Computerised systems can automatically produce reports at the end of financial periods, including a trial balance, trading and profit and loss account and balance sheet.

Other finance-related functions

Stock Control

Any organisation that keeps stocks of raw materials or finished goods needs to operate a stock control system. Although stock constitutes an asset, it ties up cash resources that could be invested in other aspects of the business. Equally, a company must keep a certain amount of stock to satisfy customer demand or manufacturing requirement. To maintain this balance a stock control system should provide up-to-date information on quantities, prices, minimum stock levels, and re-order quantities. It should also give warning of excessively high, or dangerously low levels of stock. In the latter case, orders may be produced automatically. A stock control system may also generate valuable management reports on, for example, sales patterns, slow-moving items, and overdue orders.

At Tesco they control stock using a mainframe based (leased line secure connection) system in Hertford. They also have a bulletin board facility to replace paper-based reports that come out. The mainframe screen layout is all text based with some modern systems now having a windows emulation interface.

Sales Order Processing

This function will normally be concerned with:

The validation of orders, checking, for example, that the goods ordered are supplied by the business or that the customer’s credit status warrants the order’s completion;
The identification of individual items ordered. A customer may request several different items on the same order form and any particular item will probably appear on many different order forms, so the quantities for each are totalled to produce picking lists to enable warehouse staff to retrieve the goods for despatch;

The monitoring of back orders. If an order cannot be fulfilled, it may be held in abeyance until new stocks arrive, so all outstanding back orders need to be available on request.

Invoicing

This function deals with the production of customer invoices, requesting payment for goods or services delivered. Information stored in the customer files and stock files can be used to produce invoices usually on pre-printed continuous stationary. 

Payroll
Payroll systems are concerned with the production of payslips for employees and the maintenance of records required for taxation and other deductions. In a manual system, the preparation of payroll figures and the maintenance of records is a labour intensive task that takes many hours to complete. Although tedious and repetitive, it is a vitally important task as most employees naturally regard pay as being the main reason for work. But this leads to resent if there are delays in payment or incorrect payments, unless of course it is in their favour! The repetitive nature of the task makes it an obvious and popular candidate for computerisation, especially with organisations that employ large numbers of people. The automatic production of reports for taxation purposes also provides a valuable benefit. Smaller organisations with only several employees probably don’t regard payroll as a high priority application for computerisation, as payroll can be performed quite quickly with few employees. The benefits are not as great if one or two employees each can carry out the payroll, each performing separate sections of payroll.

Human Resources
The human resources (personnel) function is responsible for the selection (usually by interview), recruitment, training and development of staff. Personnel records on employees will store all the information needed by Salaries and Wages to make the correct payments to employees; this will include details of, for example, gross salary, tax code, statutory sick pay and holiday entitlement. Depending on the size of the organisation, information may also be held concerning: qualifications, courses attended; and career development plans.

Design
The design function is present where an organisation develops its own products and services; a trader who simply buys and sells goods has no need of a design team unless designing logo’s etc which maybe carried out by another firm. Design is part of the research and development (R&D) function, which is vital to organisations wishing to radically develop their product range. The nature of design teams depends on the product or service being designed. The skills and talents of a car design team are clearly very different from those of a team designing a cover for a magazine. 

Production   

Markets for a business’s products should ideally, drive the production function. In other words, it should be geared to produce the necessary mix and quantities of products required by customers. If goods are perishable within a short time, and large reserve stocks cannot be held, then production should be flexible and responsive to the day-to-day sales requirements. Of course, this is an ideal and production plans cannot always be changed at short notice; ships and other large items take months or years to build.

The production department must know exactly what is required and when; it must also have the staff with the necessary skills and any machinery must have the appropriate facilities and production capacity. 

Marketing
A marketing function is a vital part of many large national and international businesses; it aims to generate information, from a wide range of data sources, to support marketing decisions. Three such decision areas are:

1. Strategic and relating to, for example, expansion of the company’s existing market share and the identification of new marketable products;

2. Tactical, for example, planning the marketing mix;

3. Operational, for example, day-to-day of sales calls and ad hoc promotions.

At the operational level, data gathered from sales invoices, sales force staff and accounting information could be used to establish customer types. This means customers can be classed as ‘low’, ‘medium’ or ‘high’ volume users according to the frequency and volume of their orders. This helps sales staff target a particular category of customer and to plan the timing of sales calls. 

Some businesses use radio and TV to market and advertise their product, some even allow the radio to develop their advertisement, this is hope Magic 1170 go about making jingles etc for adverts. Two systems are used to sample and mix music and voice although the preferred system is called SADIE. This is basically a four-track recorder with mixing capabilities, which is very easy for the operators to use by simply dragging and overlapping wave files.
Distribution
Distribution concerns the delivery of a company’s products to its customers and is very important. An organisation can have the best products available and the most effective market campaigns, but if it cannot distribute its goods efficiently it will fail. Distribution systems include the management and control of a company’s own delivery vehicles and drivers. Systems should also be in place to record delayed deliveries and customer complaints, order tracking (buyers can check the progress of their product) and the return of unwanted or damaged goods.

Controlling the costs of distribution, which can be considerable, is of major importance. For example, the breakdown of distribution costs across manufacturing industry is typically as follows: administration 17%; transport 29%; handling 8%; packaging 12%; warehouse 17%; stock control 17%.

Administration
Administration systems provide support and services across the organisation. They include, for example, the handling of telephone switchboard and fax and photocopying services, document production, room booking (for meetings etc), requisitioning of equipment and consumables, and general secretarial support. ICT services are a part of that administration support service.

ICT Services
Apart from small firms, most organisations need specialist staff to develop, introduce, maintain and update the various systems that make use of information technology. The responsibilities of ICT Services are much broader than those traditional held by wholly centralised computer services or data processing departments because communication is a larger part of IT with the introduction of the Internet and E-mail amongst other things. The development of cheaper and more powerful microcomputer systems has resulted in computer facilities being distributed more widely. For this reason, ICT Services needs to provide a much more flexible service and support user systems at the point of use. For example, uses of network workstations need support when equipment, such as a shared printer, breaks down or they may require help in the use of software on the network. This contrasts with a centralised department, which holds all the computer equipment, carries out all computer processing and restricts user access to specialised applications, run through dedicated terminals. ICT Services may be known variously as Computer Services, Management Information Services or less commonly now, the Data Processing Department.

Role of ICT Services
ICT Services fulfils a servicing function for the whole organisation. In larger organisations there is a centralised computer facility, possibly in the shape of a mainframe or mini-computer system. User departments may have access to the centralised facility through attached terminals or networked microcomputers. Individual members of staff may also use stand-alone microcomputer systems or portable devices, such as notebooks and personal digital assistants (PDAs). ICT Services staff needs to support users in the use of these distributed facilities, as well as control the operation of any centralised system. IT Services provides facilities to satisfy both operational and managerial information needs.

ICT is used a lot at Police CCTV centres like the one at Newby Wiske. This is how they use ICT to operate and control their systems. 

Business Background
 

The  Newby Wiske office is now the North Yorkshire Police Authority (NYPA) headquarters.  From these headquarters various management and administrative functions take place for the county.  NYPA presently also operate 20 call centres which handle calls from the public, log them and decide on a course of action which is then transmitted to police officers by radio. In line with the current trends, NYPA are consolidating these call centres into two separate centres.  They believe that this will create a better sense of ‘co-operation’, common call handling and substantial cost savings.  On average there are 700 incidents logged each day at the call centre, which is low compared to somewhere like London.

 

Police Database Systems
 

In the call centres, staff have access to two main computer databases: Indepol (Intelligent Defence Policework) offering North Yorkshire based information and the PNC (Police National Computer) offering national crime information.  Both of these systems are mainframe based, Indepol is local and the PNC is accessed via a private leased line to the Police National HQ.

Indepol:
A bespoke database developed for North Yorkshire which offers team briefing information, bulletin board service (for all sorts of reasons including internal police sports clubs news), incident reports (999 calls, burglaries, homicides, etc..).  Users can search on almost any field on the database using wildcards.  Reports are generated for regular information or can be made more specific by selecting certain parameters
PNC:
A nationally developed database available to all UK police forces which holds information about vehicle registrations, stolen and abandoned vehicles, convictions and wanted files.  Text based mainframe DBMS similar to Indepol.  However, NYPA have developed their own ‘front-end’ system to link in to their own in-house systems.
 

Access to Systems
To access the databases requires a workstation running terminal emulation (3270).  The user must enter a password to gain access and view a screen giving the Data Protection Act warning before viewing any actual data.  Each user is given a different access level depending on their job function.  

 

Call Centre Facilities
The new call centre has a pass card protected front entrance with a reception.  The access to the call centre and incident room is requires a higher access level.  In the call centre is a modern, open plan office with positions for approximately 20 staff.  Each of the call centre staff will have a telephone with headset, two computers and a reasonable amount of desk space.   

Operational Requirements
Each functional area has its own operational information needs. For example, Wages and Salaries need payroll details and payslips, and Sales Order Processing require the production of customer invoices. Common examples of routine operations include:

· Keeping stock records;

· Sales accounting and purchase accounting;

· Payroll;

· Invoicing and production of delivery notes;

· Routine costing;

· Filing of customer orders.

Managerial Requirements
Routine processing work forms the bulk of the activity within ICT Services, but there is an increasing demand for management information. This includes assistance with functions which require management involvement, but this can be partially automated or assisted by computers. Examples of such functions includes:

· Production planning

· Short term and long term forecasting;

· Setting of budgets

· Decision-making on financial policies

· Marketing decisions and sales management;

· Factory maintenance and management

· Price determination;

· Selection of suppliers.

Function of ICT Services












Systems Development
This function relates to the development of new computerised systems and the maintenance of existing ones. Primarily systems analysts and programmers staff this function. In small organisations, hybrid skills are often needed, so job titles such as analyst programmer may be used.

Systems Analysis
Systems analysis is a process used in the design of new systems, as requested by corporate management. Systems analysis follows stages of investigation, design and implementation. 

The design stage should produce a system specification, which, rather like an architect's plans for a building, details all necessary materials and procedures needed to fulfil the specification. The specification should detail the necessary clerical procedures, hardware requirements and the inputs, processing and outputs required of the computer software.

After implementations of a system, it will require continual monitoring and probably, occasional modification, when the operational or information requirements of users change. This maintenance task is the responsibility of the systems analysts.

Programming
Programming lacks some of the creative aspects of systems analysis and involves the use of a programming language (for example C++, COBOL, Visual BASIC) to code the necessary computer programs. The program requirements are detailed in the program or software specification, which forms part of the system specification prepared by systems analysts.

Most programmers who work in an ICT Services department are likely to be applications programmers, responsible for the development or modification of applications, such as stock control or payroll. Systems programmers are concerned with the development of operating systems and utilities, which are normally developed by large computer manufactures or software companies, such as Microsoft. An ICT Services department may also employ systems programmers, but they are likely to have a more limited role than applications programmers.

The growth of network use has created the need for network programmers, who have specialist knowledge of such systems. Apart from specialising, applications or network programming, a programmer is likely to be skilled in the use of one or more programming languages they require.

System Operations
This broad function is concerned with the operational, rather than the development aspects of the ICT systems. It is divided into systems management and operations management.

At Magic 1170 the “On Air” computer system is called ‘DALET’ and this is basically the driving force of the whole station. It consists of a standard four channel outputs from a database of music, jingles, interviews and advertisements. It operates in hour-long sessions with the computer loading up the next hour’s music, with the adverts slotted into the correct place. This happens approximately 3 songs before the previous hour finishes playing. The computer system is completely capable of playing in auto pilot mode and this function is used to keep music playing continuously throughout the night.

Systems Management
This function deals with the general operation of all the ICT systems and is not directly concerned with particular applications.

Network installation and administration
Computer networks are a feature of most organisations and specialist staff in this area may carry out tasks of selecting, purchasing and installing the hardware and software, both systems and applications. They are responsible for the setting up and managing network user accounts, controlling passwords, managing printer queues, allocating and maintaining and backing up network storage and monitoring the performance of the network.

User technical support
The distribution to users, of computer resources through networks, desktop and portable computer systems have hugely expanded the need for ICT user support. Users often have access to a range of different devices, such as printers, scanners, plotters and fax modems and apart from needing initial training in their use; they also require occasional support when things go wrong. Support staff may also give guidance in the use of software and help trouble-shoot problems which users will inevitably encounter at some stage.

Database administration
If applications are implemented through a database system, then specialist staff, known as database administrations, is employed to control access to the database by applications and ensure consistency in the use of data within it. Systems analysts and programmers involved in the development of database applications need to work closely with the responsible database administrator (DBA).

Operations Management

This function is led by the operations manager where these responsibilities relate particularly to centrally controlled applications. The operation manager has three main areas of responsibility.

Data control
Data control staff are responsible for the co-ordination and control of data flowing through the operations section. For example, data received from Salaries, to update the payroll master file and produce payslips, have to be controlled to ensure their accuracy and completeness at all stages of processing.

Data preparation
Batch processing systems require the transcription and encoding of data gathered from source documents, such as order forms or invoices, on to magnetic storage. The input is then effected directly form the magnetic tape or disk on which the data on which the data has been accumulated. On-line, transaction-processing systems, do nit usually require this data preparation stage.

Computer operations
Computer operators are responsible for the day-to-day running of the computer hardware. In the case of mainframe computer systems, their responsibilities include the loading and unloading of magnetic tape reels or magnetic disk packs, according to the on-line requirements of applications currently in use. For example, before a payroll run, the media containing the master and transaction files have to be loaded onto the relevant devices, so that they can be accessed by the computer which is running the payroll program. The computer hardware is under the control of operating system software and an operator needs to communicate with the operating system regarding jobs to be processed and to deal with error conditions that may arise. A separate terminal is normally dedicated as an operator console and access to it is restricted both physically and through software-controlled passwords.
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