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Data Conversion Overview
A conversion is the transfer of data from an old information system (s) to the new system that is replacing it (them). At the time that a new system is being implemented, the core set of data from the existing system(s) needs to be instantiated in the new system so that business can continue without interruption. This transfer can occur manually by a team of ‘super users’ entering data into the system’s front end or be automated by a set of computer programs. The team in charge of the implementation makes the decision after considering four primary factors:

· Lead-Time:  Short lead-time requires automated conversions, while long lead times allow for manual data entry.

· Volume:  A high volume of data would make a team more dependent on the automated programs to meet the implementation deadlines, while a small amount of data would allow users to enter it more quickly than to build and run the programs.

· Complex Data:  Automated programs make complex data conversions from the old system to the new system much easier, while simple field-to-field mappings can be done manually.

· Technolog:  If the technology from the old system to the new system differs dramatically (or the old system was a manual process), an automated program may not be possible; printed reports of data may have to be re-keyed into the new system.

In addition, cost can not be ignored.  It is important to recognize that conversion programs are almost always throwaway code, so there can be a considerable cost associated with this decision.

The following steps highlight considerations specific to conversion and provide some key concepts of what should be done and when during an implementation.

1. Detailed Requirements: 

· The fundamental decision for a conversion is the question of what to convert. Federal law varies on the length of time that data must be stored online based on the type of data, but organizations have a choice whether to convert all seven years worth of closed transactions to the new system or to only convert open transactions. A data warehouse could be used to store the closed transactions when the old system is shut down.

· It is also important that the conversion team work closely with functional and technical experts from the old system so that the data requirements are properly documented. A wide range of information, like the calculation for a field value or a field format, need to be documented so the conversion designs can be developed.

· Another requirement to consider is how the data will be loaded. Depending on the technology of the new system, a conversion team running an automated conversion usually has the option of writing directly to the database tables (or objects) or of importing transactions through the system APIs. Writing directly to database tables is highly complex because the conversion programs need to identify every database table and field that is affected by a transaction. Conversely, the use of APIs is always a slower course of action because the programs are dependent on the system processing speed.

· A critical task to perform is ‘data clean up’ or ‘data cleansing’.  As is frequently said about  data - “garbage in means garbage out”.  It is important to start early.

2. Design: 

· Simply put, a conversion design is a mapping from the old system fields to the new system fields. These designs need to be very specific in documenting the table name, field name, and any combinations or translations that need to be performed to move the data into the new system.

· Conversion designs also need to consider field values in the new system that will not be converted, but are essential to running the programs. These fields are typically flags or multi-select fields that drive how transactions are processed or that provide core data needed to run the new system (i.e., a base currency for a financial system).

· Document all errors that the programs should return if a problem is encountered, including failed transactions, locked tables or objects, and mismatched fields.

· Identify the order in which conversion programs should be run. For example, reference data conversions must be run before transactions can be converted.

3. Build (also referred to as Development): 

· For automated conversions, a wide variety of languages exist for coding the programs. Code should be well documented and should return intelligent error messages so that debugging is made easier.

· For manual conversions, the development should include the definition of exact procedures to be followed by the users as well as a validation process for assuring the data is converted accurately. 
Note:  a Sample Development Tracking.ppt is provided in the EI Toolkit

4. Testing:

· Perform a back up of the new system. This should be done after all initial set up information is entered. As the tests are run, the conversion team will restore the system to this point prior to each run.

· Run the conversion programs. This step will be repeated until all data is loaded into the new system and no errors are returned. Each error will require that the appropriate program be modified and retested, and it is important that each conversion run include all of the programs because a change in one program could cause a previously unseen error in another.

· Error statistics for each conversion program tested are documented. These statistics should cover the complexity, quantity, and range of errors received. 

· Status and progress of the data conversions should be managed and reported on a regular basis.

Note:  a Sample conversion tracking tool.xls is provided in the EI Toolkit
5. Execution

a. The execution of a conversion is typically done when the fewest users are on the system. Normally, this is over a weekend or at night so that the normal course of business is not interrupted.

b. From the start of the conversion until the last program is run, the legacy system should be unavailable to users. This rule prevents new transactions from being entered and ensures that the conversion will not be corrupted by unexpected processing errors. If it is impossible to suspend operations for the time of the conversion, users should be working against the new system.

c. The last step of execution is to validate the data. The conversion team and functional experts should do checks of the new system to ensure that the data was converted correctly. Reference tables and query screens should open and display data without errors, and a set of transactions (authorized by the system owner) should process successfully.

As noted in the Detailed Requirements phase, in addition to the actual conversion activities, a critical task is to perform ‘data clean up’.   A legacy system with bad data will result in a new system with the same data problems if a thorough cleansing effort is not made prior to running the conversion. At this point, the clean up typically consists of deleting transactions with unresolved errors, deleting outdated data, or updating incorrect reference data. And, no matter how well a conversion goes, some clean-up is always needed after the programs are run. 

All programs should follow the RICE process and leverage existing RICE objects.

All conversion programs should be registered in the RICE repository. This activity minimizes the cost of new implementations to the DoD by taking advantage of previously written conversion and sharing new conversion programs with future programs. 

See also:

Sample development tracking.ppt and Sample conversion tracking tool.xls in the EI Toolkit.
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