
Dr. Cooper Retires  

and the  

MISOM/BISOM Department Celebrates its 30th Birthday 

 

The end-of-year Department Party not only celebrates my retirement but also celebrates the 30th birthday 

of the MISOM/BISOM Department. It is also the 30th birthday of the Management, Marketing, and Finance 

Departments. One would not expect this marker to be well known because if you look at the attached faculty 

roster of the parent Business Administration Department, besides the Chair, only the names Saydam for 

Management Information Systems and Operations Management, Kohut for Management, Plath for Finance and 

Swayne for Marketing were here at the beginning of the BA breaking-up process, and I would guess that these 

four have not been counting the years. The other departments can have their own party, if they care to, our 

Department Party is more about our MISOM/BISOM Department.  

Thirty years ago, it was decided that the UNCC College of Business Administration should have a 

formal component in its curriculum that dealt with the business aspects of computing. With respect to a 

developing program in Computer Science, across campus, there had been some question between our Dean and 

the Provost as to whether the Business School should have an academic MIS component. This question was 

settled with some tension between the two. Our Dean won his case for inclusion of an academic MIS 

component with the support of the AACSB accreditation body that saw MIS as an important part of all 

accredited Business Programs. In addition to an MIS component, AACSB wanted schools of business to include 

certain topics that came out of industrial engineering programs that were included in books written by business 

school faculty who had migrated to business schools from industrial engineering or industrial management 

backgrounds. This would come to be our OM, Operations Management component. As part of the breaking-up 

of a large Business Administration Department into four new departments, our department emerged from the 

process responsible for these two areas. While, the two areas of business computing and business applications 

of operations management were thought by AACSB to have future importance, the accrediting body was not at 

all firm in its understanding in what the curriculum components of the two areas should consist of (either 

teaching or research). But, it was sure that accredited business schools should do something in these two areas! 

It is fair to say that we started a department in two functional areas, Management Information Systems and 

Operations Management, MISOM, that, at the time, the picture of their future was yet unpainted; where the 

areas were, both, individually and as partners more dysfunctional than functional. To make this point let’s start 

with the MIS side of the Department. 

Thirty years ago, if you had come into the department office with a personnel question, Teresa might 

look for the answer to your question by going to her metal file cabinet with multiple drawers. She would look 

through files in several drawers; a database system she had designed and administered. The system had multiple 

drawers corresponding to drawer entry identification names. Within a particular drawer would be manila folders 

each with an identification consistent with the drawer name. Each folder would be stuffed with papers relating 

to the folder identification. It was called a “flat-file” in the computer world. It represented the unsolvable 

problems of data-redundancy and data-anomalies. It was also called the “one piece of data in many places 

problem.”  At the beginning of our department, database management via computers was IBM main-frame 

based. The solution was to use main-frame technology as a means of eliminating the metal file cabinet of 

secretaries like Teresa. Ross Perot became a multi-millionaire and candidate for President by “computerizing” 



the metal file cabinets of the federal government. In my opinion, his solution only substituted one data problem 

for a greater one. His solution was no solution. With the computerization of the metal file cabinet one lost the 

secretary and gained a data processing programmer who placed the data that had been in the metal file cabinet 

on a magnetic medium, tape or disk-pack. To get access to the data a DP programmer was needed to write a 

special program to get the data for the user. Hardware, software, and data-type dependence described database 

technology of the time. As one might guess, this was not a technology that was going to support today’s modern 

supply chain management. The solution to this problem, “one piece of data in one place with immediate access 

by anyone in need,” is the genesis of about everything academic our department, today, is responsible for. 

Without the solution, our department would be in the Dark Ages of 30 years ago. But it was our database 

technology of the new department. To better understand the MIS environment of the department’s genesis, 

introduce Dr. Cooper’s retirement into the picture. How old is Dr. Cooper? 

“I don’t know his exact age, but he speaks of having programmed an IBM 650 computer.” 

 “He was early IBM main-frame computing and was an active participant in its demise and death.” 

As a freshman at State College in Raleigh, 1959, every engineering student was required to be able to 

program and solve assigned problems on the IBM 650 computer. The IBM 650 was a decimal computer made 

for vacuum tubes in pluggable units with magnetic drum main memory.  I believe our 650 had 4k of main 

memory. The 650 had lots of blinking lights that had some relationship to the numbers being processed but we 

weren’t required to know what those things meant. Data was read from punch cards and magnetic tapes. The 

basic system consisted of a 650 Console Unit that contained magnetic drum storage, an arithmetic device of 

vacuum tubes, and operator’s console. Separate input/output units combined with the 650 Console Unit. Early 

computers were maddeningly difficult to program. They were programmed in machine code. First, there were 

codes known as Assembly languages that one first coded, using punch cards. We called this set of punch cards 

our “source deck.” One punch card equaled one translation to machine language instruction. The Assembly 

language that we used was, Symbolic Optimal Assembly Program (SOAP). Once the SOAP deck of cards was 

processed it would generated a second deck of punch cards for your program that was in the required machine 

language. You then ran the second deck to get a third deck, which were the punch cards for your program 

output. Any single “typo” in generating the punch cards for the source deck negated the entire programming and 

input/output process; but you wouldn’t know until the entire process was finished. The punch cards generated 

for the program output were taken to the IBM 402 Accounting Machine to get a print-out for the solution to 

one’s problem.  Here is where one would discover if the program had run correctly or not. If not, back to the 

source deck to try to discover the problem! Maddening was a good word for the process. It was the late 1950s 

and this was the state of main-frame computing. Young engineering students of Dr. Cooper’s generation did 

their under-graduate computing on the IBM 650 or 1620 machines using processes such as these as a “rite of 

passage.” Over the next several years the fundamental processing technology, while becoming more productive 

with the IBM 1400 series, stayed, mostly the same. Source code programming got easier with the arrival of 

FORTRAN, but the era of punch cards, machine language, etc. stayed, mostly, the same. 

I, afore mentioned Dr. Cooper, did my Master’s Degree thesis research, 1965, on our IBM 1410 

computer system. All my programming was in FORTRAN but the world had not changed much for my 

650/1620 experiences. The 1410 had 40k of internal memory compared to the 4k of the 650 and the 1620 with 

its maximum of 15k. The 40k of the 1410 allowed reasonable sized problem solutions. For example, relatively 

large linear program problems could be solved on the 1410 using “piece-wise” decomposition methods. Certain, 

Engineering and Science problem solving was beginning to become doable on main-frame computers, within 



the boundaries of internal memory restrictions. For example, during the 1970s, SAS (developed at NC State) 

was represented by boxes of punch cards in the Statistics Department. My wife, Margaret, used some of those 

boxes, with some programming help, to complete the research associated with her Ph.D. degree. However, it 

was not until the middle of the 1960s with the arrival of IBMs third generation of 360 computer technology that 

any significant progress was made in main-frame computing. The years 1965-1975 were learning years for 

IBM. While CPU core memory was technologically limited and expensive, big and fast magnetic disk drives for 

data storage was an inexpensive strength. Questions of how to use magnetic disk drive technology to enhance 

the limited magnetic core memory was at the center of the learning process. The learning was incorporated into 

the IBM System 370. However, while main-frame computing got bigger and faster, the basic machine 

architecture did not change. Limited core, main-frame memory would strike the death knell for the general 

main-frame computing world. In particular, limited core memory struck at the heart of the economies of 

database management through the 1980s into the 1990. IBM main-frame, magnetic core, computers were not 

the answer to the need for “one piece of data in one place, with immediate access to those that need the data.” 

IBM main-frames hit a ceiling with their 370 series. Limited, expensive magnetic core had “gone about as far as 

it could go.” So, IBM turned to a software development solution. In the mid-1960s, IBM joined North 

American Rockwell in an effort to develop a software solution to the limited core problem. IBMs Information 

Management System (IMS) was the world’s leading hierarchical data base system in the late 1970s into the 

mid-1980s. However, the market life of IMS was short. It was not a real solution for most “industrial strength” 

data base needs. I was present at the demise of IMS when, at Lees Carpets in Valley Forge Pennsylvania, as a 

member of a team that “shut-down” a 15 million dollar “customer-order-servicing” project (1980 dollars), after 

7 million dollars spent, as we found IMS incapable of meeting our database needs. What were needed were 

computer systems with sufficient internal memory to make use of relational data-base algebra. Relational data-

base algebra had been around a long time before the arrival of computer technology that could use it. It was 

known at the time that relational database technology would arrive at some time, but the question was when? 

Efficient database technology would not be generally available until the early-to-mid 1990s, well after the first 

years of the MISOM Department.  

The term supply chain management first appeared in the literature in the early 1980s. The term was just 

beginning to be generally used about the time we started our MISOM Department.  However, it can be argued 

that modern supply chain management began in the 1960s and 70s with the marriage of some basic, best-

practice concepts of production-distribution processes and the 3rd generation of IBM computers; S/360 systems.  

Early progress in the development of modern supply chain management in the development of supply chain 

design and operational supply chain management philosophy was generated via a joint venture between 

Burlington Industries and the IBM corporation during the 1970s, with which I was actively involved and was 

greatly influenced as to the future of computer-based, supply chain system re that involvement. The basic 

principles of managing supply chains have not changed since the China-Rome, Silk Road Network, of over 

2000 years ago. The principles of who, what, where, when, how, and how much re product flow have been 

constant. Product flow optimization in supply chain design, operation and improvement is where lies 

scholarship opportunities. Here one needed data and database systems to support product flow optimization, that 

at the time of the development of our department, were not yet available. In the absence of database 

technologies to support supply chain network channels of communication, information and logistics of product 

movement, business schools became enamored with mathematical models to describe business systems. I taught 

graduate level OR at NC State for 10 years, between 1968 and 1978, and can speak to the number of times I 

would point to the need for database support to give our sophisticated models application relevance. OR 

represented powerful tools that were waiting for databases that would make the tools applications relevant. 



Meanwhile OR faculty published ever-more mathematically elegant models that had little real-world 

applications. In the mid-1970s through the mid-1990s, Operations Management, as an academic subject within 

a business school environment, had not yet learned to integrate the principles of service and manufacturing 

management into a logical whole. Also, Operations Management had not yet learned its place in supply chain 

systems. OM courses in business schools, via AACSB approved text books, were often lost in disjointed, often 

trivially presented, Operations Research tools of the time that focused on lot-sizing, statistical quality control, 

linear programming, project management with CPM/PERT, etc. In the absence of integration of the required 

data systems to support the design, operations and improvement aspects of these system-integrated tools in 

“real-world” applications, except for the rare visionary student, OM courses often had little meaning for many 

re the almost critical importance of these subjects. 

 What no one except myself and Rick Conboy know is that if he and I had not agreed to serve double- 

duty as department chairs, in addition to our existing administrative positions, for no additional pay, there 

would not have been separate departments of Management and MISOM. The Provost, at the time, refused to 

fund the chair’s positions for two of the four new departments. The most likely solution for solving the funding 

problem was to consolidate the Management and MISOM departments into one. Neither the Dean, Rick nor I 

wanted this, thus, Rick and I agreed to take up the slack by adding the department chair job to our other duties. 

To make the break-up work, Rick, the Associate Dean, agreed to Chair the Management Department and I 

agreed to support my MISOM Chair’s salary by also being the Director of the College’s, then, independent, 

continuing education function. In our case, MISOM, full funding for the chair’s position arrived five years later. 

But, we were on our way! We started the department with a Chair and seven faculty. Of the seven, six were 

tenure track and one lecturer. Three were on the OM side, all of the OM faculty had something akin to an 

industrial engineering/industrial management background. Three were on the MIS side, all were main-frame 

types. The lecturer taught basic programming. It was our job to build a department around MIS and OM, 

whatever we defined the two areas to be.  

From the beginning, the lack of a road-map for the department created tension. The tension was external 

from the office of the Provost, who had been opposed to our breaking-up process [denied additional funding for 

two of the new Chair positions] and internal from senior faculty that wished to continue to do what they had 

been doing before the breaking-up process. It was a typical “change process” that required building some unity 

within all the four new departments.  As mentioned earlier, there had been some question between the Dean and 

the Provost as to whether the Business School should have an academic MIS component, which was settled 

with some tension between the two. The Dean won his case. Thus, the first question for our new department 

was what to do about MIS? I considered what we did with MIS to be central to what we could do with OM and 

the prospect of an integration of the two academic subjects as a logical whole. Jack Hogue, from our MIS side, 

and I went to an AACSB conference to get input from other business schools about what they were going to do 

with MIS. With respect to AACSB, we started the MIS side with the concept of main-frame Data Processing; 

something called DPMA. But the Provost, did not much like that approach. To him, it was not scholarship!  The 

Provost, who held a somewhat unfriendly relationship with the business school, had marching orders for all 

departments in the Business School to get more involved with publishable “research” of a given type. He was 

from the Big10 and admired the HR research the business schools were doing with computing at those business 

schools; particularly at the University of Minnesota, and, strongly, encouraged me to hire new faculty from this 

group. I didn’t like that approach. It did not fit with the OM other half of our department, which was about the 

coming of broad-based, quantitative, Supply Chain Management. So, I went to another AACSB meeting and 

came back with the same opinion that, for teaching and research, we should hire faculty that would integrate 

their research interests across the more quantitative and technological MIS and OM areas and build our own 



identity. Since the Dean was about to allocate to us a number of open positions, I felt we could accomplish our 

integration goals via the people we hired. In that I was not going to follow the Minnesota model for MIS, the 

Provost and I were often not the best of friends. He always had the right of veto on all my hires for the 

Department, which created tension among our Dean, the Provost, and me. On one occasion, in a department 

chairs meeting with the Provost, he got very upset with me because I refused to hire any new faculty that did not 

have either an engineering and/or quantitative technological background. But for the years of Dick Neel, the 

Dean of the College had my back, agreed with my vision for the department, and took some blows from the 

Provost for our Department. What was that vision? 

It seemed to me a logical confluence of bringing together the coming era of relational databases in a 

distributing process environment for both operational and data-mining data systems with the emerging area of 

supply chain management design, operations and improvement was a natural for our new department. It was a 

good fit to build a department around. Supply Chain management consisted of three components, designing 

supply chains, operating supply chains and dynamic improvement of supply chains. All three of these 

components were computer-based and data-centric. The strategic and improvement design needs require 

historical, data warehouse, data mining systems developed from operational, transaction and other data sources. 

The strategic and improvement design needs also require the quantitative query, statistical and OR/OM tools 

from the OM side of the department. The operational supply chain management needs require an integration of 

operational database systems and the tools from the OM side of the department. It was my thought that, “we can 

build an integrated department around these computer-based systems. There is room here for both teaching and 

research.” Just Thinking! However, sometimes one should remind one’s self that university faculty and 

administrators are idiosyncratic! Thus, in retrospect, what was my take-away from those early years? It is fair to 

say that, as the first department chair, my contribution to the MISOM/BISOM Department came from the fact 

that, with the help of Teresa Floyd/Akins, we started the department and hired a number of new faculty. During 

our first seven-year period, Teresa and I hired 12 tenure-track faculty and a whole gaggle of part-time and 

lecturer faculty for the Department. During this period with the support of Dean Neel, who stood his ground re 

the Provost’s desire to micro-manage the College, we added to Cem (the only original pilgrim left), Moutaz, 

Tony, Ram and several other impressive faculty, who have since made their marks at other places. But, over 

time, these four, Cem, Moutaz, Tony and Ram, became the Core of the Department, adding to themselves, other 

outstanding faculty to the body that, together, have built the Department into what it is today.  

Though things were financially very tight and somewhat hectic during the early days, we had a lot of fun 

as a department. Among a number of other things, there were some things that stand out about the early days of 

the department. Cem and Tony will remember that we had a departmental band that played a Christmas Concert 

for the College faculty and staff.  If Dean Neel were alive, he could comment on our first computer lab. Given 

we were starting a computer-based department without any computers, Cem found us some computers for our 

first lab. I was ordered by the Office of the Provost to give them back; because we did not have a maintenance 

contract for them. With the Dean’s help we kept the computers, how we did it was fun. In addition, we had the 

first campus email, p-mail. Late one night we had faculty crawling through the ceiling of the building, dropping 

cable connections, in certain offices that just happened to be the offices of members of our Department for our 

own Local Area Network. I actually took a lot of heat from the Dean for that. But, later he came around and 

admitted that it was a neat thing to do. We did not always do what the administrators told us they wanted us to 

do. But, it was all part of building a department! With the arrival of the new Dean, who didn’t like me very 

much, and the tenure of Cem, Moutaz, Tony and Ram the direction of the Department fell into their hands. I 

have since enjoyed watching these four build the Department. During our 30 years we have seen the tools of 

business related OR and supporting database technology come together in designing, operating and improving 



product supply chains; where “products” are now the integration of things and services. The nodes of supply 

chains are now able to be dynamically optimized as to who, where, what, when, how and how much. The 

interaction of these nodes is able to be dynamically optimized via communication, information and the logistics 

of movement. The world of today’s department is data rich, optimization rich, and discovery rich. It is a world 

rich for future meaningful scholarship within our original mission to “do something” with the two areas of MIS 

and OM. The fun part was to be there, watching and doing! 

Congratulations re our 30th Birthday! 

WDC 

 


