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What Can Brown Do For You?

Few companies can claim they have more customers than the United Parcel Service, Incorporated.   UPS is the world's largest package delivery company and is a global provider of specialized transportation and logistics.    Not many other Fortune 100 companies’ sole revenue is generated as being a service, excluding any type of product sale. 

Delivering thirteen million packages per day isn’t a trivial undertaking.  UPS employs 360,000 workers around the world, 80% of those in the United States.  Even with over 80,000 trucks and 500 aircraft, there is one single vehicle they cannot do business without: technology; UPS contains one of the most elaborate and efficient networking systems on the planet.  

The emergence of e-commerce ensures UPS will be a strong company in years to come.  Online shopping and auctioning is not slowing down meaning more and more products will need to get from a supplier to a consumer.
Technology

Most companies that heavily rely on computer systems have an analogous headquarters for them, usually referred to a datacenter.  The major datacenters for UPS are in Mahwah, New Jersey and Atlanta, Georgia.  These two facilities are supernodes for 2,400 other facilities.  Each day millions of packets of tracking data are sent to a main database, where customers can track their package remotely.  One way of doing so is via www.ups.com, one of the most visited websites on the internet.  From the standpoint of a computer enthusiast, it’s breathtaking how seamless UPS makes this all.

However, it’s unlikely this all occurs without any problems.  For comparison purposes, the average home computer user occasionally finds himself or herself helpless in mercy of one single computer.  The computer will probably have a few primarily used applications, never have to coordinate with other computers, and probably isn’t setup for multiple users.  UPS has a quarter of a million ‘personal’ computers spread across the country, talking to each other, and running dozens of applications.   Luckily, they’ve hired people to keep these technological beasts inline.  Such positions have had a variety of titles: network administrators; support engineers, network engineers; technology specialists, etc; UPS calls them ‘Computer Operators’.
The Computer Operator

A computer operator is typically a member of a team.  Entry level positions are usually termed ‘junior’. A junior operator will move up to a ‘senior’ operator as more experience is gained with the various types of systems he or she is responsible for.   To understand what a computer operator does, one must understand the computer environment.
Each node on the UPS network has its own ‘local area network’ or LAN, for short. (The entire network could be referred to as a ‘wide area network’ or WAN).  Each local area network can contain hundreds or thousands of computers.   Occasionally computers are grouped according to function in sets called ‘workgroups ’.  For example, the financial department could be a workgroup. Workgroup computers will typically have a common operating system platform and software set.   This organizational structure makes things simpler for both the computer operator and the computer user.  From the computer operator standpoint, managing a small set of applications is much easier to administer and troubleshoot.  From the computer users’ standpoint, a complex configuration can be confusing and cause the day to be limited in production.  Workgroups are not independent; they undoubtedly talk to other workgroups and possibly the datacenter.  In order for these communications to be efficient, lines of communication must be organized physically.

This network hierarchy is linked through an intricate network scheme called an ‘infrastructure’.  An infrastructure is organized in such a way that a computer, on average, can communicate as quickly or reliably as possible with computers it’s dependant on, or computers which depend on it.  Computer and network operators are responsible for orchestrating this system and ensuring system stability should part of the infrastructure fail.

Maintaining and administering software is probably the most difficult and endless task of a computer operator.  If a user’s software doesn’t work, the user doesn’t work. If that user is responsible for routing hundreds of large packages, delays can occur.  No software is bug-free and made to work in every environment.  If intuition fails in problem diagnosis, managing applications may involve contacting the software company (or programming group, if internal) and requesting changes in the software or additional documentation on its operations.

Other duties of the typical computer operator at UPS include server management, user training, and technology evaluations.  Although these may appear to be very separate categories, they all share one thing in common; if done well, they are they rarely need addressing.  Servers need patching and initial configuration, but beyond that, the system needs to be up because client computer depend on its functionality.  User training helps users understand the working environment of their software, which in general is not dynamic.  Technology evaluations are reports sent to administration with recommendations and concerns over the LAN’s status.  In general, the more functional the network is, the shorter and less frequent these reports.

A Place For Me

A benefit in a computer operator’s day is the variety of things to do.   In such a tight computer science and engineering market, I may be forced to enter the realm where I have experience.  This is not unfortunate if working for a company like U.P.S., who continually ranks high for best places to work at and best information technology systems.  As a computer operator for a large university and a Fortune 500 company, I’ve learned the responsibilities of this job and consider doing it for UPS as the next rung in the ladder.
