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Computers & Technology

From Vision To Product;
IBM Research Closes Gap

Dy Norm Alster
Investor's Business Daily

tu Feldman has 2 degree from the

‘Massachusetts Institute of Tech-

nology in the theory of , spiral
galaxies. There is little product devel-
opmant these days based on spiral galaxy
theory. So Feldman, who warks for IBM
Research, is developing Internst techno-
logies.

Like meany otner Intemnalionst Business
Machines Corp. scicntists traincd in arcane
theoretical dissiplines, Feldman is now applying
his talents to arcas with more immediale
TevEnue prospects.

. This is a shift in agesda for 1BM's famed
research organization, founded more then 50
years ago on the campus af Columbia Univer-:
sity. Over the years, IBM Research hac made
major contributions to technology industrics in
such areas as magne- c

- tic storage, relational
databases, and re-
duced instruction set
c«ompu(mg

In '86 .2and ‘87,
IBM scioptists in Zu-
rich, Switzerland,
caplured back-lo-
back Nobel Prizss,
ooe for work on the
bighly sensitive scan-
ning tunneling mi-
croscops - used [or

Everywher_e you look over the
past half dozen years, there has
been a clear change in research to
more provable corporate value as

opposed to pure scientific good.
— §lu Feldmsn,
Intemational Business Machine Corp.

defect anslysis 2nd
the other for super-
conductivity, & mecthod of moving current
withoul resistance.

Those were Lhe days when TBM could afTord
‘the luxury of pure research. Such work might -
not yield immediate revenue, but it could help
IBM to discern and to defend itsell against ncw
technologiss.

+ But when IBM rac agmtmd financielly In the
carly 905, ils massive research budgets came
under question. Was the corporation really
gelling sullicient return on its investment?

Only an estimated $500 million of 1BM's §6
billion research, development and engineeting
budget goes to IBM Research. But with budgews
pressured throughout the [irm in recent years,
1BM Research bes been more tightly tethered to
the needs of commerce,

Paul Horuo, senior vice president of research,
is the physicist who hezds IBM Research. Horn
nofes that rwghly 40% of his 2,600 researchers
now work in collaboration with product

development teams within IBM. Another 20% ..

work directly with IBM customers, developing
business applications.

"Now we're much more proactive about
focusing on solutions [or a customes,™ Horn
said. The idea is for IBM researchers to work
directly with a customer lo build a novel
application. Once devcloped, these “first of 2
kind" solutions can be markc!.:d lo others
within anindustry.

One example is Med Speak/Radiology, which
applies IBM's speech recognition lechnology.

Med Speak/Radiology sllows radiologists to,

dictate their seports directly jnto a personal
compuier, climinating timeconsuming tran-
scription of tapes.

In snother Hrst-of-a-kind joint development,
IBM and Chase Manhatlan Bank developed a
system [or specding auto loan applications.
Kiosks placed in dealer showrooms allow auto
shoppers 1o apply :Icctromtally foraloanena
touch screen.

But do these applications require doctoral
degroes to build?

"The people who did (the loan spplication
kiosk) are experts 81 human interfaces,” Horn
said. “The tools thatare used to build the touch
screen environment come out of our research
1ab. Thc feel of the product has & research fee!
toit"

But if IBM's I’u'sl of a kind so!uunns are
markated 1o an entre industry, why would 8
specific customer want Lo participate? “In the

business we're in il'ld our U.'LS!OI’I!CTS ﬁlt in. time -

to market is what really counls,” Hom ex-
plained. Cuslomers can-get 2 jump on compet-
itors by participaling in these projects,

“We're not looking at science far science’s
:aké anymors,” observed Sharon Nunes, -2

_sonior manager at 1AM Research, Nunes holds

2 degree in polymer science from the University
of Connecticnt and speat more than nine years

- doing rescarch on materials used in packaging

chips.
But when IBM cut back on materials

- reacarch, she joined a team developing educa-

tional soltware. )
Is focused development more of less stressful

than basic resaarch? “1 think there is more -

stress, because we're faced with sbsolute
deadlines,” Nuncs replied.

Feldman joined IBM
Research just over &
year apo afler working
at Bell Labs and Bell-
core, [amed reszarch
labs. ownsd by phooe
companies. Like IRM,
‘those labs have. been
trying “to pul more
emphasis on translar-
ing research into prod-
uets,

““Everywhere you
ook over the past balf
dozen years, there has

-bezn a clear change in
research to more provable corporate value as
opposed to pure ssientific good,” Feldman said.

Feldman, who is department grovp manager
for Internet research, says IBM is probably
[urther along in the proces than other compa-
nies. Feldman's group has just deliversd
soflware to the RS/6000 workstation division
that should improve (he quality of video
transmission ovc.rnnalog modems,

But not everyané at IBM Research is pointed
directly at a product Ted Selker is an 1BM

" Iellow who hae been given the [freedom o

pursue his own research interests.
Selker earned that statusi beesuse his free-

- ranging style bas already produced results. He

developed TrackPoint 11, & keyboard pointing
device and mouse replacement that is now built
into IBM's portables.

"I'm a creator. [ build things,” Selker said.
“In fact, I'm always going Lo the product teams
and showing them things they ncver asked for.”
Selker says there is sull a sizable number of
researchers within IBM that is working on
projects no customer or produet division ever
specified. But the ranks of the free spirits are
shrinking.

“In the past, there were probably twice as
many working without ties to product devel-
opment,” be noted.

Horn says he wants to encourspe menagers
within JBM ‘Research to allocate at least some
of their budgel o what he calls “exploratery
research."

“1 insist that ell my VP's make some
exploratory progress,” he said. “There's a lot of
pressure 1o work on short-term things. But 1
(als0) make them come in and tell me how the
exploratory work is going.”

But even thoss working on the most theoreti-
cal planes are e.neouragnd lo incorporate
incrementa)  advances inte product. Some
scientists, for example, explore the properties
and movements of single atoms. In the past,
such researchers would only tear themsclves
away [rom the lab to publish papers. No more.

“The guy who's moving atoms — he thinks
about how he might ullimately make ano
electronic switch,” Horm commented.
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