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“The truth is, many TCP/IP network
management tools provide as much useful
information as sticking your arm out the

window to see if it is raining,” says Bob Herbst,
senior systems programmer at Telephone and Data
Systems, Inc. (TDS). “If it comes back wet, you
know it is raining. But by then
your end users have already
started complaining.”

With TCP/IP-based eBusiness
applications becoming increas-
ingly critical to TDS, the compa-
ny’s Madison, Wis., data center
needed a bulletproof strategy to
ensure its goal of a reliable and
highly available network infra-
structure. “We needed real-time
information to detect and remedy TCP/IP bottlenecks
as well as historical data for long-term traffic analysis
and capacity planning purposes,” Herbst says.

Founded in 1969, Telephone and Data Systems,
Inc. (TDS) is a diversified telecommunications cor-
poration comprised of two strategic business units:
U.S. Cellular and TDS Telecom. The Chicago-based
TDS provides cellular and local telephone service to
approximately 3.8 million customers in 35 states.
The company currently employs approximately
8,900 people.

UNDER NEW MANAGEMENT

In early 2000, TDS had the opportunity to reconsider
how it managed its TCP/IP stack. The company had
been using a TCP/IP stack from Interlink Software, and
when it decided to migrate to an IBM TCP/IP stack, it
needed a new system to monitor and manage this
TCP/IP stack.

TDS had a number of options. The IBM stack lacked
a number of the internal diagnostics that TDS systems
programmers found useful to identify bottlenecks. For
example, the Interlink diagnostics allowed TDS to rule
out Open System Adapters (LAN cards for the main-
frame) as the cause of response time degradation. The

IBM stack did not offer such
diagnostics. TDS kept looking
for a viable solution.

The company also considered
NetView, but its strategic goal
was to eliminate SNA. “NetView
would clearly have met our
needs to look into the TCP/IP
stack, but with only four SNA
lines to manage, we felt it was
overkill,” Herbst said. In fact,

by April of this year, the company eliminated the last
SNA system. Therefore, TDS continued to search for a
more specific network management system.

TDS also briefly looked at a TCP/IP network man-
agement product from Sterling Software, but at that
point, Computer Associates International had just
announced its acquisition of Sterling. TDS needed a
solution quickly, and feared getting caught up in the
inevitable turmoil and uncertainties of any acquisition.

At that point, TDS brought in Vital Signs
VisionNet from Software Diversified Services,
Minneapolis, Minn., for a product trial and quickly
became believers.

THE RIGHT INFORMATION

“Vital Signs VisionNet gives us exactly the infor-
mation we need to manage our networks,” Herbst
says. TDS required a high level of detail about
TCP/IP, Communications Services Manager (CSM),
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socket activity, FTP and Telnet, which
VisionNet provided at an economical price
point, according to Herbst. “With our previous
systems, we could see real-time traffic, but
could not collect history,” he says, adding
that the system’s ability to collect historic
TCP/IP traffic information gives TDS the
opportunity for the first time to do capac-
ity modeling. “We are now building our
historical databases to give us the basis to
make much more accurate capacity plan-
ning decisions.”

Vital Signs VisionNet (VSV) allows enter-
prises to manage every device, application,
socket, and protocol, including TCP/IP,
SNA, FTP, and Telnet. You can monitor
TCP/IP and SNA networks from a central
console. VSV automatically collects network
data and archives it online for easier and
more timely capacity planning, allowing
users to meet service level objectives by
quickly identifying network events that
might cause bottlenecks.

By August 2000, VSV was in production.
“The system proved easy to use and train
for,” Herbst notes.

At that point, the company limited the
product to looking at the stack on the test
system. The company was in the process of
installing OS/390 2.6, so the activity on the
test machine was considerable. A source of
interest was the FTP activity as the company
tested large file transfers between the UNIX
systems and the mainframe.

NO BILLS, NO REVENUE

The business applications dependent on
the FTP activity included customer
billing and strategic data mining. Both are
mission-critical applications. For exam-
ple, TDS Telecom sends the switch data
that the data center uses to generate
monthly bills. “No bills, no revenue,”
Herbst points out.

Both TDS Telecom and U.S. Cellular use
FTP file transfers for large volumes of data
to do marketing and customer service data
mining. Customer service is critical to
TDS. The company relies on its informa-
tion management capabilities to be in the
best position to offer the services and products
that anticipate what customers want.

One of the requirements for being a
TDS business partner is responsiveness.
“We needed to be sure that SDS would
back us up quickly if we had a problem,”
Herbst says.

FEWER COMPLAINTS

In the year since the company put VSV
into production, TDS has seen a reduction
in end-user complaints. Better management
of the TCP stack increased the CICS
response time.

For example, a number of customer ser-
vice field managers for TDS had been
complaining of slow response time. VSV
quickly linked the problem to U.S. Cellular
transmitting major files for customer
billing or data mining. Since the cellular
business unit started sending their major
files at nighttime instead of during the day,
the problem has been eliminated.

Similarly, when the NT administrators
schedule SMS activities during the day, it
kills response time on the ATM networks.
Using VSV, Herbst and his team can at least
ensure that TCP is not the bottleneck. The
ATM network that supports dozens of TDS
telephone companies throughout the country
are much more responsive.

“The truth is, TCP is rarely the culprit in
system performance issues in our operation,”
Herbst states. “For that reason, we do not
use VSV as a pro-active monitor.” Rather,
the company uses it to quickly eliminate
TCP as a source of problem. The result is
that the company can be more responsive
and accurate in addressing the true source of
the problem. “VSV will definitely point out
TCP problems for us,” he adds, “but luckily
we don’t have many.”

HISTORICAL REPORTING

Herbst is excited about the increasingly
robust historical database that VSV is gen-
erating. “As we get more call data coming
in, the data transfers back and forth are
becoming larger, and we are using more
disk space. VSV will definitely help us with
the traffic analysis we will need to stay
ahead of that growth.”

TDS knows that the rise of eBusiness is
seeing increased demands placed on IT
departments to provide a reliable and highly
available network infrastructure. “The tran-
sition toward Web-accessible applications
has seen the majority of organizations
enterprise networks evolve from SNA to
TCP/IP,” Herbst notes.

“This evolution, while providing cost sav-
ings and increased flexibility, has come at
the price of added complexity and increased
opportunities for system variability. Tools
such as Vital Signs VisionNet become
increasingly critical to enterprises that
demand end-to-end management of their
enterprise networks,” he adds.

Telephone and Data Systems, Inc., was
formed in 1969 with the acquisition of
Central State Telephone Company, the first
of 10 small, rural-Wisconsin telephone com-
panies to join TDS that first year. Today,
TDS provides telecommunications services
to 3.8 million customers in 35 states. For
more information, contact TDS at 8401
Greenway Blvd., Middleton WI 53562-0980,
(608) 664-5026 or www.teldta.com.  

John Kador is a freelance writer in Geneva,
Ill. He can be contacted via email at
jkador@jkador.com.
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Web-accessible applications

has seen the majority of
organizations enterprise
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