BECOMING VIRTUAL

By LT Michael Whitecar, MSC, USNR

It’s 26 January 1988, I’m sitting at the helm waiting for my orders.  Moments later, I hear: “Dive! Dive! Dive! Diving Officer, take us to 150 feet.”  The Diving Officer repeated the orders back and passed them on to me.  I, too, repeated the orders and proceeded to 150 feet.  But there was just one little problem.  We weren’t going anywhere; we were Fast Cruising, a concept known to the Naval forces of simulating going to sea usually 24 hours prior to departure.  Knowing that the concept of Fast Cruising works, the NMIMC’s eBusiness Services department decided to take the same simulated steps into the footprint of a virtual organization 

A virtual organization is a new concept that the 21st Century is beginning to face head on.  In the aftermath of recent horrific events, it may be in the best interest or necessary to complete our mission within a distributed environment.  The challenge of becoming a virtual organization is not so much the technology, but the ability to trust from afar, maintain a high state of morale across all locations, and the produce superior results.

The first step the eBusiness Services team took towards Fast Cruising was defining the rules.  Though some of us resided onsite with many amenities that we most likely would not have from afar, we tried to remove these or simulate the reproduction.  Other members such as contractors, relocated to their home offices, and some remained at home.  For those members on site, the first rule established was no face-to-face communication.  The only allowable way to communicate was phone (including cellular), email, online chat, and collaboration services via eROOM.  When using email, though some of us may have had MS Outlook or Outlook Express at home, we were only to use MS Outlook for the Web.  All documents were to be placed on a public drive or within eROOM.  Onsite members were not allowed to use desk drawers or filing cabinets.  A Check In/Check Out procedure was developed via a web front end that recorded the member’s ID, IP address, and date/time stamp.

The key to our Fast Cruise was the use of eROOM, a collaborative suite of web tools and services, including document management, scheduling and task events, polling, and online chatting.  Within eROOM, we were able to post messages, share in threaded discussions and execute voting services.  With the online chat option, we were instantly connected to one another, and thus action items were immediately addressed and executed.  A highlight of the online chatting capability was the ability to view others’ comments and discussions.  This led to a center of knowledge sharing where others could participate or offer additional information when normally not confronted.

Connectivity during the day was established using the local area network (LAN), commercial lines from home offices, and plain old telephones (POTS) lines from home.  In some cases, cable lines were used from home.  Depending on what line was used, gaining access to certain information became difficult due to security measures.  The most noticeable access problem was sharing of the public drive.  From a remote location, it was imperative to use NMIMC’s Ascend account.  However, at maximum data rate speeds of 56K, in some cases was very slow depending on what service was requested.

After a long day of Fast Cruising, we all breathed a sigh of relief.  For us on site, we could finally talk to one another and access our drawers and filing cabinets.  The following lessons learned were collected:

· Using a collaboration suite such as eROOM is a must.  However, it is important to establish a set of core hours to ensure all members will be available for communication including online chatting.

· Establish a list of personnel with phone numbers and email addresses.

· Establish a list of Standard Operating Procedures (SOPs).

· Establish a list of URLs, connection strings, and other common list items.

· Provide the ability to store online chat text for future recall.

· Ensure auto-notification is initiated for posting of documents and email execution.

· Know how to use and be comfortable with MS Outlook for the Web.

· Ensure all required software is available at remote location.

· Look for alternative routes to the public drive (keeping security in mind).

· Ensure all members can obtain documents, services, or taskers that others have or are working on.

· Establishing a web site based on portal technology would be a tremendous asset.

· At least someone needs to stay onboard to physically flip a switch.  X10 technology may be a solution.

· Have fun!
