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Phase I Project Overview

In late 2004, WestCAMP Inc. and MEP-Utah (Manufacturing Extension Partnership of Utah) received $100,000 in EDA assistance to develop and implement the first phase of a set of integrated web-based tools (VIP-ER) that would allow contacts/clients throughout Utah to: register; establish password security; complete a customized online manufacturing business needs assessment; generate a situation-specific, updateable Manufacturing Action Plan (MAP); and then receive online counseling, mentoring, training and task-specific development assistance to implement their action plan by interacting: 

(1) with selected portions of a MEP-managed, developing knowledge-base, and 

(2) via any desired combination of email/website/personal coaching with MEP counselors, engineers and specialists on individual items placed within the knowledge-base, thereby creating an internet-based, updateable MAP supported by online counseling system components for personalized, auto-documented manufacturing business development, and

(3) with seamless administrative connectivity to MEP’s existing system that collects performance data on a regular basis for monthly reporting purposes.

The VIP-ER application system enables MEP to populate a web-based knowledge-base, and then utilize interactive counseling tools to provide users a “virtual counseling/mentoring experience” in assessing their operational needs, determining a counseling curriculum, and communicating with both an automated database of relevant content, as well as a live one-on-one counselor/mentor. MEP Utah is a needs-driven professional service delivery program that identifies opportunities for improvement, finds the resources to solve client problems, and provides significant development opportunities. MEP Utah was selected as the ideal organization to host the VIP-ER system and administer its development and implementation.

Phase I Development

Following announcement of the grant award in late September 2004, there was some delay in the official award of contract. Net-Endeavor, the competitive bid process-selected outside application developer, was also the provider of a large share of match on the project. Several weeks were taken by EDA officials to review the status of that situation and verify its acceptability. In late October clearance was obtained to proceed, contract documentation was developed, and work on Phase I of VIP-ER began in earnest. Final signed contracts were sent to EDA in early December.

Design meetings were held in early November, and a detailed set of project specifications and system requirements for Phase I of the VIP-ER system were completed in mid-November, reviewed and discussed at length, and finally agreed upon in early December. Coding of the actual web application was an intense team effort by Net-Endeavor throughout the remainder of December and into early January, 2005. Simultaneously, MEP revised its assessment instrument to match with Net-Endeavor’s CertiSphere engine to be integrated into the VIP-ER system. MEP also wrote all the basic MAP tasks. By January 7 Net-Endeavor had completed their coding of the application and integrating their assessment engine into the system. Net-Endeavor worked with MEP on data entry and quality assurance issues for the remainder of the month and beta-testing of Phase I features was conducted by MEP from mid-January through mid-February, 2005. After extensive review, a few bugs were located and fixed, and the initial version of the VIP-ER system became operational by late February, 2005…just 4 months after official start of the project!

Phase I Features

Phase I of the VIP-ER system includes all of the basic capabilities outlined in the contract. A 12-slide PowerPoint presentation has been developed that provides an overview of Phase I of the VIP-ER system, and it includes information about the additional features and capabilities that need to be added to it to increase its functional value, and enable it to be used on a regional and then eventually on a national basis. This presentation, along with a demo of the system, has already been given to NIST officials in Washington, D.C. Following are selected excerpts from the overview presentation, with some additional notes added:

VIP-ER Overview

VIP-ER is an innovative, online assessment and mentoring system developed to provide small and medium-sized manufacturers with critical improvement assistance. 
VIP-ER extends the reach of services offered by Manufacturing Extension Partnership offices, enabling them to more effectively meet key economic development goals of EDA and MEP, particularly for rural businesses.

VIP-ER is custom solution based on the CertiSphere application platform developed by Net Endeavor, Inc. It uses CertiSphere to conduct the assessments necessary to develop a Manufacturing Action Plan.
The VIP-ER Engine: CertiSphere

CertiSphere is a proprietary application platform based on modular components and provides the foundation for the VIP-ER system:
•

Solutions are hosted online in a secure, commercial data center

•

Solutions only require an internet browser – true zero-footprint client presence

•

Platform is highly scalable and extensible, meaning it will eventually be able to manage an extremely large number of clients in multiple states and situations

VIP-ER Project Goals
•
Provide a dynamic, online manufacturing business-needs assessment
•

Generate situationally specific, updateable Manufacturing Action Plans based upon the results of the needs assessment

•

Provide access to online counseling, mentoring, training and task specific development assistance as part of the Manufacturing Action Plan

•

Provide access to an MEP Utah-managed knowledge base

VIP-ER Solution
VIP-ER utilizes the following CertiSphere modules:

•
DIRECTAssess
Dynamic needs assessment to identify manufacturing operational problems and areas for improvement. VIP-ER can include as many different types of assessments as needed.

•
DIRECTApproach
Mentoring and action plan (MAP) management providing 24/7 exposure to experts, mentors and task-specific help. The MAP has both mentor-driven and client-selected task assignments.

•
DIRECTResource
Integrated knowledge base architecture providing 24/7 access to an expandable knowledge base, best practices and a number of other types of online resources.
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VIP-ER System Overview

The VIP-ER System enables MEP engineers, third-party consultants and manufacturers to interact with system components (assessment, analysis, MAP, and knowledgebase, while being supported by an MEP administrator, Net-Endeavor’s support services and CertiSphere engine, and a hosted solution environment that ensures 24/7 accessibility and data privacy and security.
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VIP-ER System Architecture
The VIP-ER System sits over the CertiSphere application platform and its DIRECT modules, supported underneath by Microsoft’s SQL server architecture and the .NET Framework. This architecture provides the robust, scalable and extensible environment that will be needed as the VIP-ER application and growingly sophisticated database with participating sponsors is enhanced in Phases II and III to support regional and then national deployment.
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VIP-ER Phase I (Utah only)
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Phase I resulted in the simple Needs Assessment and Action Plan components, along with the tools to facilitate user administration, and the creation and management of needs assessments, MAPs, and the unique manufacturing business knowledge base. All of that has been completed.
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VIP-ER Phase II (Regional - MSMEP)

Phase II of the VIP-ER Project will include a number of structural enhancements to the Action Plan component so that more complex tasks can be generated, monitored, and successfully managed to completion. In addition, a “global” set of administrative features will be added that parallel existing “local” capabilities, but allow for multiple states to be supported by the system. An integration of resources will be facilitated by these enhancements, thus better leveraging each state’s unique value-added benefits to the system in terms of both people and knowledge items.
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VIP-ER Phase III (National Deployment)
In Phase III, a Performance Improvement Assessment module is added. The Needs Assessment and MAP completion modules will be enhanced to help small and medium-sized manufacturing companies better understand recognize what drives improvement, and how to use the VIP-ER system to sustain improvement. The 3rd-party sponsor module will be added, with links to enable these specialized resources to also act as mentors and consultants within the system and the capability will be added to provide much better reports both locally and a global basis. NIST is extremely interested in this feature to roll up MEP performance data and conduct service reviews.

Budget and Milestone Completion

The VIP-ER project was conducted within the submitted budget, and all matching funds and in-kind resources were obtained and applied as indicated in the contract. The project was completed on time, in spite of a significant delay in the start date.

Project Impact

The VIP-ER system, even in its initial Phase I version, has the ability to meet the investment impacts indicated in the submitted proposal. It is clearly a market-based, results-driven system. Because it utilizes the resources of the MEP program, it has very strong organizational leadership. Its integrated assessment and mentoring features will advance productivity, innovation and entrepreneurship in all of the client organizations that use it. VIP-ER has been carefully designed in Phase I to look beyond the immediate economic horizon. It anticipates changes and can facilitate the diversification of the local economy of user organizations. The system demonstrates a high degree of commitment by both MEP and other organizations. It has structures within its basic architecture that will support adding sponsors and third-party consultants in subsequent phases of development. MEP will be field testing the project in the months to come.

Funding Priorities

Even in its Phase I form, the VIP-ER system addresses each of the EDA’s 5 funding priorities. By using MEP’s strong state-wide leadership, it encourages innovative and regional competitiveness. MEP engineers will participate as mentors, and also to help develop the system’s knowledge base and improve its service delivery value. Clearly it upgrades the core business infrastructure by extending MEP and other resources to manufacturers statewide. Improved economic planning strategies should develop as MEP captures and tracks increasingly detailed performance data on each of its clients using the VIP-ER system. Because it fosters and supports virtual team projects and task forces, new economic development projects, new companies, tech transfer, etc., it will result in more tech-led economic development. In fact, 2 additional pilot project initiatives related to tech-led development and technology transfer are now being developed and will include the VIP-ER system as an integral part of their operation. VIP-ER advances social entrepreneurship by providing 24/7 access to mainstream resources for even the smallest, least educated and most remote manufacturing concerns. 

Preliminary Evaluation
WestCAMP Inc. and MEP are extremely pleased with the Phase I capabilities of the VIP-ER system. Sincere appreciation is extended to EDA for its vision to provide the initial support for this innovative and most worthwhile system. While the VIP-ER concept is now demonstrable, there’s general consensus that to be a really valuable and widely utilized tool, additional enhancements are needed to many of the system’s basic structures. These have always been planned for Phase II. The online assessment must be subdivided into smaller, more palatable pieces, and the knowledgebase needs to be more robustly populated. Much greater range of logic control options needs to be part of the MAP task template. And several administrative features are needed to make the system easier to use and more beneficial for both clients and mentors.
Next Steps
MEP will continue with some additional client testing and development of the VIP-ER system. More resources will continually be added to the knowledge base. The first system sponsorships will be sought. However, a second round of EDA development support will also be requested for Phase II capabilities because significantly more MEP program resources are available at that level of deployment. The increased national focus on the value of mentoring in economic development underscores the importance of maturing the VIP-ER system to its full operational potential.
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