Obituary: Systems Engineering

Systems Engineering was born in the nineteen thirties as one of the RCA Broadcasting Services & Standards. Military Development of Operations Research in the forties was instrumental in shaping Systems Engineering in its youth.  Systems Engineering grew to early maturity at the RAND Corporation where Systems Analysis was developed in 1946.  The first formal education of Systems Engineering was attempted at  MIT in 1950 by

G.W. Gilman who was Director of Systems Engineering at Bell Telephone Laboratories.  A vigorous youth was spent at Bell Labs and its time there is chronicled  in the Bell Labs Telephone Systems Case Studies of 1954. Systems Engineering became the darling of both NASA and Military Systems in the sixties and its processes were imposed on the prime contractors of that time. Its many offspring were Chief Systems Engineers, Director of Systems Engineering, VPs of Systems Engineering as well as many Systems Engineers. In the late sixties, Systems Engineering became bloated and unwieldy with paper intensive processes as to be almost unworkable. It was known then as AFSCM 375-5 or the System Engineering Management  Procedures 10 March 1966 of the Air Force Systems Command USAF. After attending a fat farm, Systems Engineering

reappeared lean and mean as MIL-STD 499A in 1974. It grew in stature and acceptance for the next several years. It spawned a series of so called Systems Houses. Its successes were many and it flourished in the Aerospace Industry.  Systems Engineering became the check  and balance in massive engineering efforts helping major program like the Apollo

moon landing to succeed.   Systems Engineering suffered an identity crisis when Universities started teaching Industrial Engineering as Systems Engineering.  Systems Engineering attempted to re—identify itself in the eighties as MIL-STD 499B. Later it was cashiered out of the military and found civilian employment as an IEEE Standard.  In the late eighties and early nineties Systems Engineering wasted away with an illness brought on by rejection of its processes and bastardizing of its techniques and methods.  Systems Engineering was so weakened that it was reduced to clerking duties were it documented requirements based on the design rather than the requirements driving the design.   Lack of configuration control and impact assessment were major errors. Design

Reviews became re-design meetings.  Systems Engineering died a lingering death in the nineties and has been replaced now with Product Teams, Design Teams, Group Gropes, etc.  Major systems failures in many areas (Mars lander, strategic missile defense, etc.) has raised the question of a return to the Systems Engineering processes of the past but no real interest has been forthcoming.  Systems Engineering is survived and remembered by a cult of old Systems Engineers who still practice their now meaningless rituals.  System Engineering was almost 70 years old at the time of its death.  No services are planned.  Any monetary donations toward a future memorial should be sent directly to Dave McClinton at mcclinto@mlode.com.

