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INTRODUCTION

In any organization with SAS users, knowledge and
experience can often be scattered across departments,
projects, or even geographic locations. An in-house
users’ group is a good way to focus that expertise for
the benefit of your SAS users and your organization as
a whole. This paper will discuss ways you can gamner
interest for an in-house SAS users group, organize the
group, motivate your colleagues to participate, and
realize benefits to both the users and the organization.

The author's Chicago Abt SAS Users Group will be
used as a model. A goal of this paper is to describe the
SAS user environment of a survey research data
management unit within a larger corporate structure,
and to detail the ways in which they came together to
support themseives. From a small team of core SAS
programmers, the unit grew into s staff of SAS users
and programmers; they fostered and developed their
own SAS user support group, and put into place
protocols for integrating new users hired into the group.
The outcome is a new SAS user who is quickly
equipped with resident knowledge and tools to become
a productive member of their team. The SAS in house
user group is the backbone of these activities.

Need Identifled

Workers wha are isolated have little apportunity to
grow, develop skills, and share knowledge with the rest
of the organization. Isolation can be geographic,
physical or virtual. This was true of the model used in
this paper. Within the overall corporate structure at Abt
Associates, Inc. is The Survey Group whose primary
function is to implement survey research data collsction
projects for various cliants, both internal and external.
While the main office resides in Cambridge, MA, the
Chicago satellite office is the location of a farge
telephone operations center, and thus, the center for all
data collection efforts for the entire group.

Opened in 1992, the Chicago office was, for the first
five years, primarily engaged in one large, multi-year
government contract. There was a staff of eight
application programmers using Clipper exclusively.
There were four SAS programmers whose function was
t¢ extract data from Clipper databases, ¢lean and sdit
data, produce files for delivery to the client, and run ad-
hoc analysis for project directors. With all SAS users
engaged in the same activities on the same project
thera was little need for extensive support.

Even though company-wide Abt Associates, Inc., was a
‘8AS shop’, Chicago SAS programmers rarely utilized
any remote corporate SAS resources. In addition, the
local IT staff was not SAS savvy, as often is the case.
In their paper, “Infegrating SAS in Comporate IT",
LaBore and Burger pose the question,

"How many staff in your IT organization
have a scientific or applied academic
background? An answer of ‘very few’ or
‘none’ decreases the probability that
anyone in the IT organization has
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experience with the SAS system. *

SAS users were not allowed 1o run on the network,
being told that “SAS uses foo many network resources”.
SAS was only installed locally on users’ machines.
Each year they passed around the diskette with the
new SETINIT. While this approach to the work suited the
extant project, there was no SAS knowledge outside
the smali group of programmers, little motivation to
improve skills, and support was primitive at best.

The Need Grows, The Staff Grows

The next few years marked fast growth in the Survey
Group. More and varied projects were won and
graduaily the work mix changed from a front-end focus
to a back-end focus, with new projects needing less
application programming and more data processing,
data manipulation, data management, and analysis.
The work load became too much for the small number
of SAS programmers already on staff.

The different projects began to hire their own SAS
programmers and analysts who would need to use SAS
ta get their job done. Each project independently hired
their own programmers and analysts. Because there
are few academic programs that specialize in survey
research, job-seekers in this industry usually don't
develop the optimal skill set. The corporate hiring policy
is to recruit bright college graduates from the social
sciences and train them on site. Within 18 months SAS
user staff increased from the original four to twelve,
across all projects. Most of the new hires were also new
SAS users.

Some of the new staff had SPSS® knowledge. Some
had experience with SAS in an academic setting — often
limited to running PROC REG in statistics class ont a
‘clean’ data set given to them by the instructor. The
growing pains were getting obvious, new staff needed
to get up to speed. Some projects had funding to send
new staff to SAS training, others did not. Often it took a
week to get SAS software loaded on the machine of a
new staff member. Any manuals that existed were
scattered between the various project offices.
Basically, there was no structured support, so users
sought help whers they could find it.

This influx of new SAS users posed quite a challenge to
the experienced SAS staffers. Each project's staff was
focused on their own data, their file specifications, their
needs, their methods, their deadlines. It was well
known who were the experienced SAS programmers
able to provide basic knowledge and programming
help. Very quickly, the same few paople bacame the
go-io person for SAS help. These disruptions could last
from a few minutes to much longer, depending on the
task and the users’ level of SAS knowledge. In
addition, users from different projects generally did not
share knowledge due to the arganizational structure of
the work area. This led to many of the same types of
questions and problems coming from many different
people. Soon, the constant interruptions, duplication of



effort, and Increasing number of new users forced the
core group of SAS programmaers to look for 2 solution.

Modest Beginnings of User Support

By approaching the other experienced SAS users with
the problem of foo many new users and foo many
interruptions for help, they were convinced to be
available on a rotating basis for questions from other
less experienced users, in effect to spread the need for
help around t¢ more than just two people. Our goal
was to benefit the new users and also to help
ourselves, create a win-win situation.

We agreed that by imparting solid, basic skills and
teaching them how to learn and apply SAS to their own
work, the need for help and daily interruptions would
eventually decrease. By taking the time to help new
staff learn more about what they need to know to do
their job and function in our environment (the network,
file structures, data standards, programming standards)
we would all benefit in the long run. Spreading the
support tasks around gave each of us a break and
fostered better interaction with help-seekers, who were
often hesitant to "go back to the same person for help
all the time”. Being more engaged in mentoring, we
woukd be able to determine which junior staff would
benefit from formal SAS training, and help their
managers evaluate progress and skill acquisition. We
called it our Peer-to-Peer SAS Help Desk. ‘

Using an electronic bulletin board on our internal Lotus
cc:mail system, it began with posting a simple calendar
of who was the assigned SAS Help Desk Person for a
two week time slot. A primary and a back-up person
were assigned. As with all new system implementation,
we struggled to keep interest high and the system on
track. The word spread about the new help desk
system and the help desk staff was encouraged to be
firm about directing help-seekars to the curent person
of the week.

The next obvious step was to formalize the new system
and let all SAS users know of its existence. A lunch
hour meeting was scheduled and SAS users of any
level from any project were invited. We described the
details of our help desk plan and distributed the first
month's calendar. The plan was welcomed and vary
well received. Who would turn down help? Qur Peer-
to-Peer SAS Help Desk started to work.

Give Us More!

In talking to help desk people and gathering information
about common guestions or problems posed, scme
universal issues emerged. We moved to the next step
- regular, informat meetings, which we called SAS
brown-bag lunches, where we would present a short
tutorial on a subject of interest to all our novice users.
These announcements were posted to the bulletin
board area along with the help desk schedule.
Presentations are similar to the kinds of things you
wauld find in the Coder’s Corner or Beginning
Tutorials but focused on the type of work wa do, with
real project examples. Some past presentations have
included topics like “Updating and Merging”, "The
Format Library”, “Moving to SAS V8". and "Efficient
Programming Tips".

These monthly gatherings, which still continue today,
were the spark that was needed to launch our group.
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Simply networking with other SAS users in an informal
setting opened up the junior staff to the potential for
using SAS. They discovered that problems
encountered every day were shared by other staff with
similar challenges who had already developed working
solutions. They were not intimidated and thus able to
ask that ‘stupid question they are sure everyore knows
but them'. Everyone learned something.

SAS users started to talk to each other. By sharing
information and experience, the real power of The SAS
System could be applied to their project work, often
transforming a disjointed task using two or more
software packages into a cohesive data processing
system, which reduced time and resources. Momentum
was building; immediate benefits realized.

Seasoned SAS programmers started to share tips and
tools. Due to the lunch groups, SAS users across all
projects now understood what others were working on.
They started to help each cther and help desk duty
became very light. This was the original goal — to make
them self-sufficient. The first area-wide project was a
shared format library stored in a central location on the
network. Everyone was able to benefit by pooling
resources to eliminate a repetitive task.

Welcome New Users

We were on our way. The area grew with more new
SAS users, more work. To get new users up to speed
fast we developed a 2-hour “SAS 101" seminar, which
was given to a class of 8 new users and other
interested parties. The SAS seminar assumed no
knowledge of SAS and covered basic topics. Also we
developed some short tutorials on a number of common
tasks. New employees who are not novice SAS users
are invited to monthly meetings, briefed on using SAS
in our network environment, and assigned a ‘buddy’ to
guide them through the first few weeks.

Regular Mestings

A meeting is now held once a month, during lunch hour.
The program consists of a short presentation on a topic
or issue suggested by the group. Other business
discussed includes up coming SUG local or regional
conferences, a decision about the presentation for next
month’s meeting, and a self-check exercise to help
users determine unmet needs, and refer to in-house or
Sl training.

Tie It Alt Together

We needed a central place where all the support
resources we had developed would be easy to access.
This is the newest piece in our suite of homegrown SAS
user support modules. After much discussion about
where our modest site should be housed, we finally
migrated from the mail bulletin board to our corporate
intranet. Now all SAS users corporate wide can use
this resource. Cur web site has these features:

= Links to SAS Institute's Knowledge Base and
Technical Help

» The Complete On-Line SAS V8 Help Documentation
» Listing of all titles in our SAS Manual library, including
Books by Users

» SAS Tutorial and Seminar Materials

= Especially useful papers from SUGI 24, 25 and 26
proceedings

» Monthly meeting and topics schedule



= Material from topics presented at past monthly
meetings

= Peer-to-Peer Help Desk monthly schedule

= Information about how to apply for SAS Institute
training classes

* Infermation on local and national SUG conferences

SAS institute Supports User Groups

The SAS Institute offers various levels of support to
user groups, including national, regional, local, and in-
house. Your in-house group needs fo be registered
with The SAS Institute. No special requirements are
necessary, just that the group exists and a contact
person are all you need. From there you can access
the benefits available to all IUGs, as they are
designated by SAS.

With a 2-3 month notice, SAS Institute speakers and
BBU speakers can be arranged to speak at your
meetings at no cost, except for the speakers travel
expenses if they are not in your area. Go to the Sl user
support area where the list of BBU speakers shows
what area they are from. Patsy Harbour at Sl is very
helpful in coordinating speakers and providing other
information for user groups. In addition, in house user
groups can receive up to four free books per year from
1R

These resources are available to any in house user
group. Take advantage of them, use them to spark
more interest in your group activity.

Outcomes and Lessons Learned

To date, many benefits have been realized by SAS
users and the corporate area in general. Most
importantly, management now has a better
understanding of the power of The SAS System and
fosters our local support efforts, Corporate IT has
become more sophisticated - SAS now runs from a
netwerk NT server, and the standard desktop
configuration for a programmer or analyst includes
SAS. With structured on-site support in place, and a
functional, organized in-house user group, new users
and new employees can be more productive, faster. All
staff capabilities are known between users and
projects, which contributes to better-fit for task
assignments; now there is more balance in the work
load across all SAS users. Users and projects share
code, often SAS programmers are shared across
projects, taking advantage of existing skill, and reducing
start-up time. New staff, fully supported, seek more
chatlenging project assignments. Our local support
efforts have fostered an open atmosphere of
information sharing and technical skill dissemination.
Released from the onslaught of new-user-gquestions afl
day, staff are motivated to be innovative, and to
improve their SAS knowledge and skills.

Plans for the Future

At press time, the survey group in Chicago had 18 SAS
users and programmers. Future activities include plans
to liaison with corporate management to facilitate more
SAS users’ (not just SAS programmers) attendance at
local and national SUG conferences; encourage all
SAS users to attend and participate (by presenting or
volunteering) in local and national SUG conferences;
invite SAS users corporate-wide to participate in our
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brown bag lunch meetings; promote formal SAS
training and develop corporate protocols to facilitate
vegistration. (n.b. Happily reported that for the first
time, three presenters from our group here at MWSUG
in Indianapclis.)

Finally, we all cantinue to encourage users to share in
and benefit from our collective SAS knowledge.

Trademark Notice

SAS is a registered trademark of the SAS Institute(SI),
Cary, NC and other countries. Other brand and preduct
names are registered trademarks or trademarks of their
respective companies.
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