Computer
Basics

the ABCs of
computer ease




Remember the days of ABC’s? You'd go to school
where you'd struggle to learn how to print, clumsily
holding that big fat pencil in your hand. I remember
them. We had cards with ABC people. Mr. B was a bee.
Mr. A was an apple. Kids today are learning the ABC's
too. Only, to them, B stands for byte, and C for com-
puter. Computers have invaded the education system,
the toy market, and the job place. Today’s children are
playing video games on them, and learning to use
computers even before they learn to read or write. But,
many of us relics from the days of pen and paper, or
even typewriters, still cling to our illiteracy in the hope
that we won't have to face those complicated, and
somewhat frightening objects we know as computers.

I must tell you that my acquaintance with com-
puters began only recently. Not being all that
technically minded, I feared that the computer would
be somewhat less than ‘‘user-friendly.”

Guess what? I'm zipping along with the best of 'em

now. I wouldn't trade this computer for any typewriter.
The computer makes my job a lot easier. And, I
suspect, it could do the same for you. But, before you
make the decision to computerize, there are a number
of things you should consider.

History

Manual management—of funds, inventory, cus-
tomers, and information—was the only approach
availablé to shop owners for many years. But, as com-
puters began to enter the business world, it was only
a matter of time before programs were created for
various businesses, including yours. According to
many of my sources, in the last decade automotive soft-
ware has really come into its own. How did much of
the software come to be? In most cases, managers or
owners of service garages hired programmers to adapt
or create software for their businesses. Some of the




software was successful—some of it was not. The crea-
tion of software seems to lend itself to fly-by-night
companies. Remarked one computer user, ‘“When I
began to look for software, I found over 100 companies
out there who were creating it for my business. But,
when I investigated, I found out that less that one-third
of the programs and companies were reputable. The
reputable ones had developed software, gone on to
perfect it, market it, and offer support for it.”" My cau-
tion to you, as you enter the world of computerization:
LET THE BUYER BEWARE.

Computerization Preparation

When purchasing a computer system, part of your
preparation should include learning the language.
Enter the world of computers without even a basic
knowledge of computer lingo, and you may feel like

someone who finds himself dictionary-less in a
foreign land. For your convenience, I have included
a glossary of some of the more basic computer terms
at the end of this article.

What else do you need to know? Hardware im-
mediately comes to mind when we think of computer
systems. And, it is important. But, as Joe Ritchie, vice
president of Transformation Systems stresses, ‘‘Get the
software first. You don’t want to go out and buy hard-
ware and then find out that the software you decide
on can't be used with the hardware.”” That’s why it is
so important that you concentrate first on selecting
software that will work for your business. Choose
quality software that is designed to fit your needs. For
example, if you are an import specialist who stocks
a large number of parts, your requirements may be very
different from a general repair garage who stocks a
minimum number of items. Be certain that the soft-
ware vendors understand yvour business and its needs.




Then, the software company will be able to direct you
to exactly what you need, in software, and in hardware.

In order to select the right software, you must be
organized enough to know what you need. Software
and hardware are a big investment. You shouldn’t pur-
chase compulsively, and you should not expect a com-
puter to be a panacea for disorganization or a poorly
run business. In order to computerize, you must start
out by being organized. Any program will require you
to enter large amounts of information in, before it can
start working for you. If your inventory is scattered
everywhere, you'll need to organize it. Your customer
records and accounts should be up-to-date so that your
computer can begin with the correct information.
Then, it’s a matter of being diligent in your use and
updating of the system in order to make it work for you.

Software Selection

““The computer should be a tool. You should not
look for it to do 100 percent of what you're doing
manually, but about 70-80 percent. Plan on using your
computer to do the time consuming, tedious manual
tasks,”” advises Arn Rasker, President of Centrum Busi-
ness Systems.

A good software program should solve problems
and save time for you. It can also save or make you
money, if you believe that time is money. How? I'll give
you one example. Suppose that you do about two
hours worth of record keeping (invoices, work orders,
inventory updates, and general ledger entries) a day.
Maybe you also do repairs. You may be worth about
$10 an hour doing bookwork, and about $40 an hour
(for example) doing repairs. You can cut your paper-
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work time down to minutes with the computer, make
about $80 more per day and within the year, you'll
have made up for the cost of the computer!

Checking It Out

A well-chosen program, and diligence in learning
it and maintaining it, can pay off. To obtain the most
help from a program, you really have to research what
is out there, and not buy on impulse. Check out not
only the programs, but the companies as well. Don't
be afraid to ask for references, and check them out.
What to ask? First, find out from the company how
long they’ve been in business. How did their software
come about? How long have they been offering this
software? What kind of support will they offer? What
kind of training? What about updates and add-ons?
Do you have to buy it all now, or can you add as you
feel that you're ready? Then, when you are satisfied,
go to the references. If there are people in your area
using the software, go visit them. Sit down and have
them show you how the program works. Ask them
what they like about it. What does it do for their busi-
ness? What about the company they purchased it from?
Are they receiving adequate information? Is the
manual easy to follow? Anything it doesn’t do that they
wish it did?

The questions you ask and the calls you make now,
can save you a lot of money and grief later. Since I felt
it was extremely important to find out what users were
saying about the software they had purchased, we
made a few calls of our own. You will find their com-
ments featured throughout this article. Learn from
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their experience.
The Basic System

Do not feel that if you can’t do everything, you
shouldn’t do anything. For some people, eager to
plunge into the computer world, it may be fine to buy
everything right away. But, for others, it may not be
the right thing to do. As Joe Palmieri, marketing serv-
ices manager for loadSTAR Systems notes, ‘It is im-
portant to buy only what you are comfortable with
now. If it’s a good program, the add-ons and enhance-
ments will be available later on.”

Perhaps you have determined that you need the
help of a computer in every area: inventory control,
accounting, customer records, productivity, schedul-
ing, and marketing. Then you will probably be inter-
ested in software such as Centrum'’s AutoCentrum, or
Repair Shop System’s program. Every part of these pro-

grams is integrated so that you must purchase the en-
tire program. The advantages? You have the capabil-
ity to do everything—you just have to decide at what
point you'd like to learn it all. You also do not have
to worry about installing additional programs, because
it is all there. The main disadvantage? If you have
carefully evaluated your needs and determined that
you only need the software for a few things, you can-
not purchase individual modules as you can with
companies like Transformation Systems or loadSTAR.
For someone only interested in inventory control, and
not accounting, the modules are a way to obtain what
you want, and only that. Or, for someone who's a bit
leery of this whole computer thing, it allows you to
be cautious since you can buy what you would like
now, and add on later. I guess it all depends whether
you’re the type who dives into the pool, or tiptoes in!

To be continued next month . . . .
—By Marla Schleider
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